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Abstract
Tinny Cheung
ASIAN AMERICAN AND IMMIGRANT ASIAN WOMEN IN COMMUNITY
COLLEGE LEADERSHIP: A HEURISTIC STUDY
2021-2022
Ane Turner Johnson, Ph.D.
Doctor of Education

Asian American and immigrant Asian women are working within higher
education, but few hold upper leadership positions within the community college sector.
Limited research has been conducted regarding Asian American and immigrant Asian
women in these leadership positions. The purpose of this qualitative, heuristic,
phenomenological study was to understand the lived experiences of Asian American and
immigrant Asian women in community college leadership. Specifically, this study sought
to describe the lived intersectional experiences of race and gender, assignment of the
model minority myth, and experiences with racialized discourses. Five themes emerged
that captured the living experiences of Asian American and immigrant Asian women in
community college leadership: (1) visibility and taking up space as an Asian woman, (2)
defiance and using the Asian woman voice, (3) authenticity and courage in defying Asian
woman leader stereotypes, (4) community and support, and (5) self-awareness as an
Asian woman and perception.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Despite women’s monumental progress in education and in the workplace over
the past 50 years, men greatly outnumber women in leadership, especially in top
positions (AAUW, 2016). In Congress, on corporate boards, and in our nation’s colleges
and universities, women make up only 26% of the leadership and are outnumbered by
men in these critical leadership roles (AAUW, 2016). Women earn more than 57% of the
undergraduate degrees, 59% of all master’s degrees, and account for 52.5% of the
college-educated workforce (NCES, 2015). In 2018, women were nearly half of the labor
force, but only slightly over a third of managers, according to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics. American women lag substantially behind men in terms of their representation
in leadership positions (Warner, Ellmann & Boesch, 2018). Women of color held a
drastically smaller share of management positions: Latinas at 4.3%, Black women at
4.0%, and Asian women at 2.5% (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020).
According to the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in 2015,
women of color made up only 5% of executive or senior-level officials and managers in
the S&P 500. Women are largely underrepresented at the highest levels of university
leadership, particularly in the presidential role (Ginsberg, Davis, & Simms, 2018). In
2018, the American Council on Education reported that 70% of college presidents were
men and 83% of college presidents were White. For women of color, leadership
opportunities of this caliber are even more elusive (AAUW, 2016). About one-third of
college and university presidents in 2016 were women, and only 5% of all presidents
were women of color (ACE, 2018). Further disaggregated, Asian American women
1

constitute the smallest ethnic minority group among women presidents of color (Turner,
2007).
Senior level administrators of color continue to be underrepresented relative to the
higher education workforce (Gasman, Abiola, & Travers, 2015). Senior level
administrators in higher education include institutional presidents, vice-presidents,
provosts, and deans. Challenges of inequity in the higher education workforce persist,
particularly for women of color (McChesney, 2017). Participation of women of color in
leadership roles within higher education is important because of the changing
demographics in the United States and in our global society at large. The population is
less homogenous and society needs to grapple with leadership, what it represents, and the
responsiveness to the diversity among students. The 2020 census noted more than 19.9
million Asian Americans, constituting 5.9% of the total U.S. population.
Due to this underrepresentation of women, far less is known about the
characteristics and experiences of effective women leaders in higher education (Dunn,
Gerlach, & Hyle, 2014). Women leaders of color are in short supply in high‐level
administration positions in community colleges (Gillet-Karam, 2017). Demands for more
equality among leaders and representativeness are increasing while additional research on
the intersection of race and gender is required to move the needle for women of color
(ACE, 2016).
Disaggregating the disparity amongst women of color leaders shows an even
more unbalanced picture. Asian Americans comprise a larger share of the student and
faculty population, yet make up slightly more than 1% of the leadership within higher
education (Turner, 2007). Asian American women fall far behind White women in
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leadership positions in higher education, especially in community colleges (Roy, 2019).
In light of these numbers, Asian-Pacific American women, in particular, are especially
underrepresented as college and university presidents (Hune, 2005).
Leadership at Community Colleges
More than ever before, women are relying on community colleges for higher
education and workforce preparation (Rose & Hill, 2013). Women make up the majority
of students in community colleges and compared with previous generations, the current
community college population is more racially diverse with women of color representing
a significant portion of this population (Rose & Hill, 2013). However, leaders of
community colleges are not representative of their student populations, as 36% of
students at community colleges are students of color (Eddy, 2010).
There is stagnation and impediments of movement and progress for women,
especially women of color, as leaders among community colleges (Gillet-Karam, 2017).
There are fewer women than men in key leadership roles in community colleges. Latina
women have little representation in the top-leadership roles on campus (ACE, 2016).
According to the American Council on Education, (2012), Asian presidents make up less
than 1.5% of all college presidents.
The Gender Leadership Gap in Community Colleges
Women are much less likely than men to be considered leaders (AAUW, 2016).
Data show that women are not ascending to leadership roles, given that they hold a
greater share of the entry-level, service, and teaching-only positions than their male
counterparts (Johnson, 2017). Women of color confront race and ethnic discrimination
that White women do not face, while also experiencing gender bias differently than
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White women do. Women of color also experience racial bias differently than do the men
in their racial or ethnic group (Williams et al., 2014).
Community colleges, like other organizations, are gendered workplaces (Garza
Mitchell & Garcia, 2020). Existing organizational structures reproduce societal inequities
that privilege White, heterosexual men (Acker, 2006, 2012). For example, institutions
and scholars of higher education have documented historical inequitable practices
including sexual harassment and salary disparities (Lester, 2008). Women are essentially
trapped in a double bind of leadership in which they are penalized for not acting within
expected gender norms, yet are also penalized if they lead in ways typically associated
with a masculine gender role (Kubu, 2018; Garza Mitchell & Garcia, 2020). The
gendered nature of community colleges has created a culture where women reach the
glass ceiling, preventing access to leadership roles (Lester, 2008).
Community colleges represent the largest number of students and administrators
of color, but parity has not yet been achieved at upper levels, and representation matters
(Garza Mitchell & Garcia, 2020). In order for community colleges to represent the
diverse students they serve, they must be open to diverse leadership styles (Garza
Mitchell & Garcia, 2020). When women are in top leadership positions, women are more
likely to be promoted to leadership (AAUW, 2016). To increase the number of women in
top leadership positions, we need to increase the number of women in top leadership
positions (AAUW, 2016).
Diversity and Inclusion in Community Colleges
As community colleges navigate new challenges in leadership turnover and
management, one of the most significant challenges for college administrators is
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achieving diversity and inclusion (Delgado & Allen, 2019). Due to the limited inclusion
of women’s perspectives in leadership research, additional scholarship is needed to
further understand women’s experiences, especially if they identify as women of color
(Delgado & Allen, 2019). A diverse academy is critical for creating a culturally
pluralistic learning and work environment for all participants to achieve fully (Hune,
2005).
Asian American Women in Higher Education Administration
Among those Asian Americans pursuing higher education, 52% of Asian
undergraduates and 57% of Asian graduate students are women (ACE, 2020). Since the
mid-90s, Asian American women surpassed men in undergraduate degree attainment
earning more than half of the total associate and bachelor’s degrees (Harvey, 2003).
Furthermore, Asian women earned 53% of master’s degrees and 46% of doctorates
granted to Asian Americans (Harvey, 2003).
Qualitative studies suggest that the hurdles are higher for Asian Americans to
achieve as faculty and administrators than as students, and especially for Asian American
women (Hune, 2005). Employment trends in higher education for this group, although
women are increasing as faculty in the science and technology fields, followed by
education and the social sciences, men continue to dominate full-time faculty positions
(Hune, 2005).
Asian American women are near parity with their Asian men counterparts as total
full-time administrators, and with so many degrees, one would expect Asian American
women to continue the climb towards upper leadership positions in higher education
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(Hune, 2005). Woo (2000) concludes that there is a glass ceiling for Asian Americans in
the workplace of higher education and elsewhere.
With so many advanced degrees earned in this pipeline, one would expect to see
more Asian American women in leadership positions. Asian Americans comprised only
3.4% of all full-time executive and managerial positions in colleges and universities, with
slightly higher representation at four-year than at public two-year institutions (Hune,
2005). While Asian American and immigrant Asian women are underrepresented in
academic leadership roles, they also fall far behind White women in leadership positions
in higher education, especially in community colleges (Roy, 2019).
Due to multiple intersections of gender and racial stereotypes, Asian American
and immigrant Asian women face challenges while climbing leadership positions (Roy,
2019). Barriers progressing into upper leadership positions include institutional racism,
negative perceptions of Asian cultural leadership styles, and the absence of a pool of
qualified candidates to compete for executive level positions (Hune, 2005). Asian
American women in educational leadership face additional barriers as a result of being
both Asian American and women and working in a domain that is traditionally and still
predominantly occupied by men and dominated by Eurocentrism (Carli & Eagly, 2011).
Asian Americans fall into an intermediary category labeled honorary White,
which falls between Black and White and allows Whites to remain at the top of the social
structure (Chanbonpin, 2015). The honorary White status evolved from the model
minority myth, where Asians were viewed as an image of success and having achieved
parity with the majority White population in educational attainment and financial success
(Museus, 2009).
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Problem Statement
While there are bodies of literature on women in leadership, research specifically
on gender and leadership that adequately explores multiple variables including race and
gender is sparse (AAUW, 2016). This is a serious problem because diversity matters,
especially in leadership (AAUW, 2016). Increasing representation of women may be a
crucial step to ensuring that policy outcomes are more inclusive of women (Gonyea,
2018). As more diverse and globally connected organizations are increasingly being
created, more creative and diverse types of leadership will be required (Sanchez-Hucles
& Davis, 2010). Leaders are powerful, so when women are excluded from top leadership,
they are denied power to make a difference (AAUW, 2016). Women of color will bring
different perspectives, insert new attitudes, create new infrastructures, and promote
flexibility in thought and action among staff due to their adverse experiences (Valverde,
2011). Higher education institutions are faced with the challenge to prepare students for a
diverse society as the demographics shift in American society (Jean-Marie, 2011). If
colleges and universities dedicate their focus and resources toward creating equitable
workplaces, the communities they serve can reap the benefits of a largely untapped talent
pool (Ginsberg, et al., 2018).
Asian American and immigrant Asian women fall far behind White women in
community college leadership positions (Roy, 2019). While research is available on the
experiences of women, Asian Americans, and racial minorities, very little research has
focused on the experiences of Asian American women (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Women of color in general and Asian American and immigrant Asian women specifically
are the fastest growing community in US higher education and should be the focus of
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administrators (Roy, 2019). The experiences of racial minorities generally or other
women of color specifically are instrumental in identifying common themes of
oppression, but do not fully explain the experiences of Asian American women (Liang &
Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Discrimination faced by Asian American women is entirely different from and
more than the sum of the discrimination faced by White women and Asian American men
(Li, 2011). Intersectionality studies that highlight the intertwined, socially constructed
categories such as gender, race, ethnicity, and class in understanding the experiences of
Black women and Latinx women in educational leadership need to be expanded to
include Asian American women (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
However, little scholarship exists regarding the experiences of Asian American
women compared to that of Euro American women (Kawahara, Esnil, & Hsuet, 2007).
There is a lack of scholarly attention to this particular population (Hune & Chan, 1997;
Wu, 2003). The persistent underrepresentation of Asian American in educational
leadership is a manifestation of the fact that the population has been an invisible minority
and understudied by social scientists (Museus, 2009).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative, heuristic phenomenological study is to understand
the lived intersectional experiences of Asian American women in upper leadership
positions in community college. More specifically, this study examines Asian American
women’s experiences of honorary White status and the model minority myth and how
they overcome these racist mechanisms in their leadership trajectory. This study seeks to
uncover the lived experiences, mindset and outlook, patterns, behaviors, and routines of
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Asian American women community college leaders and investigates the strategies and
solutions of the participants that have navigated through intersectional complexities.
The use of heuristic phenomenological inquiry is an exploratory process that will
involve a self-searching analysis of the intersectionality of race and gender among Asian
American and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership with the goal of
meaning-making and exploration of the personal experience. The overall aim of this
qualitative heuristic study is to reveal the essential nature of the lived experiences of the
participants to understand and explore multiple perspectives on their path to leadership. It
also seeks to discover how they address issues surrounding race and gender in the
attainment of professional success to upper leadership positions. The study seeks to
capture the essential nature of living with honorary White status and the model minority
myth, yet still succeeding despite such oppressive concepts. The study explores the
intersecting challenges of the participants and how they may have used these oppressive
concepts in an advantageous manner.
This study offers a unique perspective on the lived intersectional experiences of
Asian American women living through leadership in community colleges as they
overcome the model minority myth and honorary White status. This study will use
interviews as a primary method of data collection, consistent with a heuristic design
(Moustakas, 1990).
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Research Questions
This study is guided by the following research questions:
1. What is the lived experience of Asian American and immigrant Asian women
in community college leadership positions who have navigated the
complexities of intersectionality?
1. How have Asian American and immigrant Asian women overcome
obstacles of race and gender while moving up in community college
leadership positions?
2. What community college policies and practices do Asian American
and immigrant Asian women describe as supporting or challenging
their career trajectory?
2. How do women leaders describe the essential nature of being an Asian
American and immigrant Asian woman in leadership dealing with
intersectional experiences?
3. What is the experience of Asian American and immigrant Asian women
leaders navigating racialized discourses in their professional practice?
1. How do Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders
experience the model minority myth?
2. How do Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders
describe being assigned honorary White status?
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Definition of Terms
For the purposes of this study, the following terms are defined:
Women of Color. In this study, any women who self-identify as non-white and
including, but not limited to, African American or Black, Latinx, Asian, or other races is
considered a woman of color. African American, Asian/Pacific American,
Hispanic/Latina, and Native American women in the United States, women of color are
collectively identified and share membership in marginalized groups and experience
varied forms of discrimination in society (Lloyd-Jones, 2011).
Asian American. Asian Americans are people who were born or raised in the
United States, but their ancestors are from East or Southeast Asia (Roy, 2019). Asian
became a separate category from Pacific Islander in the 2000 U.S. Census (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2011), and it refers to people having origins in any of the original peoples of the
Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent, such as Cambodia, China, India,
Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand, and Vietnam. This study refers to
Asian Americans as a broader term to capture individuals with cultural ties to these
various Asian countries.
Immigrant Asian. The term immigrant Asians refers to people who are born in
an Asian country and immigrated to the United States. In this study, the term includes
those who may have immigrated to the United States as either a child or an adult.
Upper Leadership Positions Within Community Colleges. This study
considers community college leadership positions at the highest levels including the
presidency, the vice presidency, associate vice presidency, and dean levels.
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Intersectionality. This is the study of the intersections between disenfranchised
groups and the interactions of multiple systems of oppression or discrimination. The term
was coined in 1989 by Kimberlé Crenshaw, a civil rights activist and legal scholar in a
paper for The University of Chicago Legal Forum. Crenshaw argued that traditional
feminist ideas and antiracist policies excluded Black women because they faced unique
overlapping discrimination. In this study, the term describes a paradigm to view the
multiple layers of complexities an individual can face because of the various groups they
belong to. Intersectionality asserts that Black women share common experiences due to
the intersection of both race and gender (Collins, 2000).
Racialized Discourse. The term racialized discourse is used in this study to
describe communication and language, the collective of text and talk, which transmits
potentially harmful representations of racial groups (Doane, 2006; O’Donnell, 2019). It is
also a tool for maintaining status quo racial hierarchies. In this study, the participants
discussed their experiences with racialized discourses, including the assignment of
honorary White status and the model minority myth.
Honorary White. Honorary White refers to individuals and groups who, in a
racial hierarchy with Whites at the top and Blacks at the bottom, occupy a preferred,
intermediate status (Tuan, 2012). Originally coined to refer to some non-White and partWhite groups in South Africa during apartheid, the term is more commonly used today to
refer to some Asian and Latino groups in the United States (Tuan, 2012).
Model Minority Myth. The model minority myth is integral to the oppression of
other people of color and maintenance of White supremacy (Poon, Squire, Kodama,
Byrd, Chan, Manzano, Furr, & Bishundat, 2016). First, Asian Americans are strategically
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presented as a model of self-sufficient minority success. Second, the stereotype of
success among Asian Americans is used to blame another minority group for its
struggles, thus perpetuating the deficit thinking model prevalent in education (Poon et.
al., 2016).
One consequence of the model-minority stereotype is that it reinforces the myth
that the United States is devoid of racism and accords equal opportunity to all, fostering
the view that those who lag behind do so because of their own poor choices and inferior
culture (Zhou, 2004). Celebrating the concept of model minorities impedes other racial
minorities’ demands for social justice by pitting minority groups against each other
(Zhou, 2004).
Researcher’s Paradigmatic Assumptions
Intersectionality and feminist standpoint theory help collectively frame the
researcher’s perspective and serve as the guiding principles in this study. These concepts
provide insight and help shape the researcher’s assumptions surrounding the complexities
of race and gender in leadership positions in the study.
Intersectionality
The term intersectionality references the critical insight that race, class, gender,
sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age do not operate as unitary, mutually exclusive
entities (Collins, 2015). Instead, the fusions of intersections reciprocally construct
phenomena that in turn shape complex social inequalities (Collins, 2015). This analysis
of how intersecting power relations of race, class, gender, and sexuality affected African
American women thus provided a provocative new framework for analyzing the social,
political, and cultural realities of other groups (Collins, 2000).
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Intersectionality examines how an individual or group identifies with multiple
social statuses, how those statuses might be experienced simultaneously, and how they
jointly shape those experiences and outcomes (Cole, 2009). According to Crenshaw
(1991), when considering how the social world is constructed, intersectionality highlights
the need to account for the multiplicity and complexity of identity. Crenshaw (1991)
explained that many of the experiences Black women face are not absorbed within the
traditional boundaries of race or gender discrimination as these boundaries are currently
understood, and that the intersection of racism and sexism factors into Black women's
lives in ways that cannot be captured wholly by looking at the race or gender dimensions
of those experiences separately.
Feminist Standpoint Theory
Feminist theory encompasses a range of diverse ideas, all of which originate with
the beliefs that society is patriarchal, structured by, and favoring men (Tong, 2001).
While traditional ways of thinking support the subordination of women and the neglect or
trivialization of issues particularly affecting women, feminist theory argues for an
overthrow and replacement with a system that stresses equality for both sexes (Tong,
2001). Original formulations of Feminist Standpoint Theory rest on the assumptions that
all knowledge is located and situated and that the standpoint of women is privileged
because it provides a vantage point that reveals the truth of social reality (Hekman,
1997).
Feminist Standpoint Theory asserts that the standpoint of women has an epistemic
advantage over phenomena in which gender is implicated, relative to theories that make
sexist or androcentric assumptions (Anderson, 2020). Feminist analysis reveals the
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oppression of women and argue for a less repressive society. It represents the world from
an epistemically advantaged socially situated perspective and women have personal
experience of sexist oppression, unlike men, whose power enables them to ignore how
their actions affect women (Anderson, 2020). The advantage of the oppressed is
sometimes founded on bifurcated consciousness, the ability to see both from the
perspective of the dominant and from the perspective of the oppressed (Collins, 1990).
Women speak from multiple standpoints, producing multiple knowledge perspectives
(Hekman, 1997).
Researcher’s Assumptions Informing Design
Theoretical perspectives shape the types of questions asked, informs how data are
collected and analyzed, and provides a call for action or change (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). Feminist Standpoint Theory is a type of critical theory aimed to empower the
oppressed (Anderson, 2020). Feminist Standpoint Theory is an important element as a
framework for study because its roots from feminism questions society’s ideas of women,
their role in society, society’s institutions, and its power hierarchies (Bechtold, 2008;
Glazer, 1993). It is also a methodological resource for understanding power structures
and producing knowledge that is more likely to benefit marginalized groups (Brooks,
2007).
Feminist standpoint epistemology is a philosophy of knowledge building that
challenges to both see and understand the world through the eyes and experiences of
oppressed women and apply the vision and knowledge of oppressed women to social
activism and social change (Brooks, 2007). It is women’s concrete experience that
provides the ultimate criterion for credibility of the knowledge granting authentic
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expression to women’s experiences (Collins, 1990). Feminist standpoint epistemology
requires the fusion of knowledge and practice; it is a theory of knowledge building, a
method of doing research, and an approach to knowledge construction with a call to
political action (Brooks, 2007). Feminist standpoint epistemology requires us to place
women at the center of the research process, where women’s concrete experiences
provide the starting point from which to build knowledge (Brooks, 2007).
Jaggar (2004) explains that a woman's distinctive social position makes possible a
view of the world that is more reliable and less distorted than that of the ruling class.
Because research that starts from women’s lives yields a more accurate picture of how a
given society functions, it also uncovers the necessary ingredients for social change. As
members of an oppressed group, they have cultivated a double consciousness, a
heightened awareness not only of their own lives, but of the lives of the dominant group
of men as well (Brooks, 2007).
Standpoint theory is a methodological resource for understanding power
structures and producing knowledge that is more likely to benefit marginalized groups
and captures the differences among women and the ways in which sexism intersects with
other systems of oppression (Intemann, 2016). Standpoint theorists have argued that
members of oppressed groups sometimes have special experiences that result from their
location as “insider-outsiders” (Collins, 1991). The methodological thesis of standpoint
feminism asserts that research ought to proceed by “studying-up,” or studying from the
margins out, so as to understand how existing power structures shape and limit
knowledge production (Intemann, 2016).
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The concept of intersectionality refers to the interactivity of social identity
structures such as race, class, and gender in fostering life experiences, especially
experiences of privilege and oppression (Gopaldas, 2013). Intersectional research uses
primary data such as interviews and participant observation and secondary data to gather
multiple perspectives on a context with the function of interviews and observation to
appreciate the lived experience of social disadvantages (Gopaldas, 2013).
Intersectionality addresses the interconnections of race and gender that can affect
women of color and their experiences. These theories are an important part of the
researcher’s framework because I sought to capture the experiences of Asian American
and immigrant Asian women, while also understanding the personal meaning and effects
of intersectionality of the participants. These assumptions offer an explanation that
helped guide the questions surrounding how women of color have navigated and
overcome obstacles on their journey to upper leadership positions.
Delimitations
Due to the subjective nature of heuristic inquiry, the study focused on the lived
experiences of the participants and how they made meaning of their experiences (Sultan,
2019). Because human life experiences are unique, this study may furnish individual
patterns of thought or behaviors limited to only those who are involved in the study. First,
participants involved in this study are Asian American women of color, as the study is
intended to explore the lived experiences of women who fit the criteria of having an
intersecting identity of a minority race and gender and also experience the model
minority myth and honorary White status. Secondly, the pool of women participants are
limited to those who are either serving or have served in leadership positions in
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community colleges only in order to narrow the scope. This study focuses on community
college leadership in order to understand the disparity of leadership in these types of
particular institutions. The small population of Asian American women in community
college leadership is a natural delimiting factor.
Heuristic interviews are highly relational and are facilitated through the
genuineness and presence of the researcher (Sultan, 2019). Another delimitation in this
study is the setting of the interview process. This study is intended to be conducted on a
national level, but due to logistical constraints and also the current limitations on travel,
most, if not all, of the interviews will be conducted virtually, or online.
Conducting online interviews poses a separate set of challenges. The rapport and
richness of the interaction may be lost and technical difficulties may create a loss of
intimacy (Lo Iacono, Symonds, & Brown, 2016). In a virtual setting, the substantial
decrease in nonverbal communication lacks the richness and spontaneity of a face to face
interaction (Cole, 2017). In this type of interview setting, what is typically seen is the
head and shoulders presentation, and important cues from the rest of the body can be
missed (Lo Iacono et. al., 2016). There is also the loss of any social contact and the
feeling of energy from the other person (Lo Iacono et. al., 2016). Technology glitches
including connectivity, visual and audio lag, and volume concerns can become
interruptions to thought and disturb the flow of the interview.
To help build rapport prior to the online interviews, the exchange of a series of
emails can help create a connection over time (Lo Iacono et. al., 2016). Flexibility in the
software platform for the online interview will minimize technology issues associated
with unfamiliarity and provide a sense of comfort for participants.
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Significance of the Study
The goal of this qualitative heuristic study was to reveal the multiple perspectives
of the lived experiences of Asian women of color in community college leadership. It
revealed and explored the experience of living and navigating through the issues
surrounding race and gender during the attainment of professional success to upper
leadership positions. This study highlighted the lived experiences of successful Asian
American women of color who have obtained upper leadership roles and held potential to
influence policy, practice, and research.
Policy
The results of this study may influence policy at the institutional, state, and
national levels to encourage a leadership pipeline for Asian American women of color
among community colleges. Institutions could use this study to create equitable and
responsible environments and opportunities for women, by creating and implementing
policies that will support and encourage inclusive hiring practices particularly to include
Asian American women of color for leadership positions among community colleges and
four-year institutions. This study helped to understand the experiences of racial issues
surrounding the concept of the honorary White designation along with the model
minority myth, how Asian American women overcome them, and served as support for
more equal hiring practices and representation at the state and national levels. The results
from this study also provides support for search advocacy programs and policies to
formally address issues of racial inequities in leadership positions in community colleges.
Although this study specifically addresses Asian American women of color, it can also
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garner support for other women of color and encourage deeper commitment to address
racial and gender inequities.
Practice
The results of this study can be valuable for future Asian American women of
color leaders in community colleges. Revealing experiences, obstacles, strategies,
identities, and supports of leaders in higher education can help other women to navigate
the journey to these leadership positions. Exploration and inquiry into the experiences of
those in the current positions can provide valuable information for other women
navigating the highest level administrative careers within community colleges. It can
reveal anticipatory challenges related to their honorary White status, model minority
myth status, and provide a framework for women in constructing an effective support
system.
The results of this study can help explain the hurdles and challenges from Asian
American women of color leaders and encourage more women to become successful in
the climb to upper leadership positions at community colleges. Learning from these
exceptional Asian American women of color who leaped over the traditional barriers of
race and gender, other women of color can learn to join the ranks and encourage inclusive
practices and policies at their institutions. As more women of color are in higher
leadership positions, they can influence and encourage diverse hiring practices within
their institutions, advocate for inclusive policies to increase representation of the diverse
student body, and formalize mentorship programs to foster diversity in leadership.
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Research
This study provides insight into the leadership experiences for Asian American
women of color in community colleges. Additional research can be conducted to examine
the experiences of Asian American women leaders to focus exclusively on women from
specific countries of origin. This research can also serve as a foundation to investigate
additional intersections of identity that may include one’s socioeconomic status,
disability status, sexual orientation, gender identity, or age. Lastly, this study can serve as
the groundwork for a quantitative research design to consider the generalizability of the
results.
Organization of Study
This dissertation is organized into 6 chapters, with chapter 1 discussing the
problem statement, purpose of the study, theoretical frameworks, delimitations, and
significance of the study. Chapter 2 will include a literature review that will explore
Asian American women in leadership and the theoretical frameworks that anchor the
study. Chapter 3 will discuss in detail the methodological process of this research and
chapter 4 will include the findings from the study. Finally, chapters 5 and 6 will be
formatted as manuscripts with the intention of future publications in both professional
and peer-reviewed journals.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
In this chapter, I discuss literature regarding Asian American and immigrant
Asian women in leadership positions along with Asian American and immigrant Asian
women within higher education positions. Next, I review the cultural context surrounding
Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders. The literature review will then
consider the lens of intersectionality, the model minority myth, and honorary White status
and their impact while exploring how some have overcome, deflected, and found
methods to leverage these racist mechanisms.
Asian Americans in Leadership
There has been little in the leadership literature about Asian American leaders and
the discrepancy between high educational attainment and low percentage of corporate
America leadership positions (Kawahara et al., 2013). Graduate school enrollment studies
reveal that Asian students show higher than average graduation rates at the masters,
doctoral, and professional degree levels (Fujimoto, 1996). Although the number of Asian
American professionals with their high academic achievement levels has continued to
increase significantly in the United States, their underrepresentation in leadership roles
remains (Hune, 1998; Kawahara et al., 2013).
Asian Americans Within Higher Education
Colleges and universities in states like California, Hawaii, and New York have
high concentrations of Asian American students but are lacking Asian American
institutional leaders (Teranishi, Berhinger, Grey, & Parker, 2009). The Asian American
student population has been growing over the past decade in the South and Midwest and
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they are a growing presence in the community college sector (Teranishi et al., 2009).
Specifically, community colleges in California are a major higher education transition for
Asian Pacific students (Hune, 1998). In these institutions with growing populations of
Asian American students, there is a lack of Asian Americans among institutional leaders,
which diminishes the likelihood that these students see themselves as institutional leaders
(Teranishi et al., 2009).
Asian American Leadership Styles and Identities
Whether the discussion is about Asian American leaders in corporate America,
the students in the country's educational pipeline, or the educational institutions
themselves, there is limited research discussing commonalities shared by Asian American
leaders. Limited literature examining Asian Americans’ leadership style reports the
tendency to be defined by collaboration and a nonhierarchical nature, which is not
typically viewed as a characteristic of leadership in Western society (Liang, Lee, & Ting,
2002). Asian Americans report the concept of leadership by necessity and being asked to
lead (Kawahara et al., 2013). Major themes among leadership experiences of Asian
Americans include the influence of common Asian values, having to negotiate multiple
identities, leading in response to the urging of others, using a group orientation and
collaborative style, having a strong work ethic, emphasis on excellence, having to
respond to stereotypic perceptions and expectations, and the importance of support and
mentoring (Kawahara et al., 2013).
Sy, Tram-Quon, and Leung (2017) identified eight key success factors that
promote upward mobility in Asian American leaders: cultural acumen, rules of success,
leadership branding, communication, social decorum, leadership aspiration, career
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determinism, and cultural inclusion. Asian American leaders reported their style as group
oriented, with respectful inclusion of all group members’ input and opinions and
collaborative behaviors including listening and empowering others, decision making
based on consensus, and giving everyone credit (Kawahara et al., 2013).
Asian Americans Missing in Higher Education
From the broader perspective, the implications of a lack of Asian American
representation among leadership present problems for understanding and responding to
the rapidly changing demographic trends (Teranishi et al., 2009). Within higher
education, there is underrepresentation in administration and faculty positions among
Asian Americans (Museus & Chang, 2009). A lack of Asian American leadership often
means lack of attention to the challenges facing the Asian American student population,
especially among networks of high-level administrators who discuss institutional
priorities and how to respond to emerging trends in the broader higher education
community (Teranishi et al., 2009). This underrepresentation is noteworthy because it is
an indication that this population lacks voice in leadership and the determination of
institutional processes (Museus & Chang, 2009). Key challenges in conducting research
on Asian Americans in higher education is having the chronic burden of demystifying
myths about Asian Americans and the burden of justifying research on Asian Americans
(Museus & Chang, 2009).
Asian American Women Administrators and Leaders
While Asian American and immigrant Asian women are the fastest growing
community in US higher education, literature on minoritized women in educational
leadership has mainly focused on Black women (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017; Roy,
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2019). In addition, existing research on higher education administrators has focused
primarily on the experiences of white European Americans, which is somewhat
understandable given that most higher education administrators are of European descent
(Neilson & Suyemoto, 2009). Asian Americans, representing some 20 nations and 60
ethnic groups, and 20 million Americans, are grossly underrepresented among
administrators of higher education (Escueta & O'Brien, 1991; Hune, 1998; Hune & Chan,
1997). The lived experiences of the Asian American women school administrators is a
group that has received much less or no attention from the society in general and the
educational leadership scholarship in particular (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). The
small number of Asian American women at the highest levels of academic administration
is not commensurate with their representation as students and faculty, and it suggests the
effect of a glass ceiling (Hune, 1998). One example of this is the fact that Asian
American women constitute the smallest ethnic minority group among women presidents
of color, and little has been written about them and their presidencies (Turner, 2007). The
invisibility and exclusion of Asian Americans in the research literature perpetuates the
model minority myth where this population is widely portrayed and associated in the U.S.
society (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
The lack of voices from Asian American women in the field of educational
leadership is problematic, promoting a framing of Asians being all alike and perpetuates a
system that refuses to acknowledge genuine needs and legitimate concerns of Asian
American women and fails to provide access and equity to those who aspire to leadership
(Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). The review of literature on Asian Americans in the
field of higher education leads to one unmistakable conclusion: this population has been
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relatively excluded from higher education research and discourse (Museus & Chang,
2009).
Asian American Women in Higher Education Leadership
Scant literature of the few Asian American leaders in higher education reveals
that they initially do not plan to become an administrator, follow occupational career
paths, and are likely to professionally advance within an organization, belong to multiple
professional associations, and seek mentors (Neilson & Suyemoto, 2009). These women
took actions that gave them visibility, learned to step out of their comfort zone into new
jobs that carried expanded responsibilities, and applied for increasingly higher positions
(Turner, 2007). Research on the demographics of leaders reveals the absence of Asian
American chief executives in the corporate United States that parallels a similar scarcity
of Asian American community college presidents in higher education, and only in
California is there a modest concentration of chief executives of Asian ancestry (Hune,
1998; Fujimoto, 1996). Seven of 107 such positions is less than a critical mass, but
suggests a starting point to develop an agenda designed to improve the process of
elevating more Asian Americans to chief executive positions in the nation's community
colleges (Hune, 1998). Asian American women administrators in particular experience
what is known as a chilly climate, often feel isolated and invisible, have their abilities
questioned, and have to work harder to prove themselves (Hune, 1998; Turner, 2007).
Systems of Support and Opportunities
Literature on Asian American leaders found that women took advantage of
opportunities to develop their administrative skills and leadership capabilities early in
their careers, while mentioning mentors and champions (Turner, 2007). Essential to the
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success of these women leaders was the support and mentoring received from family,
friends, and colleagues (Kawahara et al., 2013). Asian American women came to more
self-knowledge, interests in leadership and administration, and preparation and
experiences in leadership and administration through others’ encouragement and
provision of opportunities for them to take on leadership roles (Liang & Peters-Hawkins,
2017). High visibility assignments and leadership training help advance in their
professions, along with elements of leadership training including skills acquisition, selfempowerment, networking, and peer support for Asian American women (Youngberg et
al., 2001).
Discrimination and injustice based on race-ethnicity could de facto work to some
Asian American women’s advantages, allowing them to move upward in their leadership
path quicker than others (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). One example of this includes
the acceptance of the positive stereotypes assigned to Asians leading to a leadership role.
Cultural Influence
Asian culture, due in part to the influence of Confucianism, emphasizes modesty,
humility, and harmony rather than self-promotion, self-assertion, and willingness to
provoke conflict in pursuit of one’s goals are values that are more commonly rewarded in
American organizations (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Asian American women noted
that they embraced good values from both Asian and American cultures; hard working,
family honor, and education in Asian cultures with choice and freedom in American
cultures (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
They learned from their minority status to examine the world from different
perspectives; their personal awareness of and experiences with the agony of multiple

27

injustices had more enabled them to relate to minority group students, their parents, and
communities and empower teachers for change (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Defeating Stereotypes
Awareness of Asian American women’s stereotypes allows for the conscious
challenging of stereotypes and replaces them with alternative leadership practices (Irey,
2013). Asian American women leaders often do not subscribe to an authoritarian model
of leadership and possess self-awareness, vision, communication skills, empathy, a
spiritual foundation, a hands-on style, a willingness to take risks, and good listening skills
(Youngberg, Miyasoto, & Nakanishi, 2001). Favoring alternative leadership styles, such
as collective, non-hierarchical, and more relational leaderships that include other cultures
and different perspectives, were particularly crucial for community college leadership
(Irey, 2013). Strategies that assisted in consciously challenging Asian American women’s
stereotypes include speaking louder and taking more space, intentionally getting involved
in more committees, and deliberately undertaking leadership roles (Irey, 2013).
Leadership Styles
Asian American women perceive themselves, and are perceived by others, as selfmotivated, methodical, hard-working, reliable, and driven to excellence (Youngberg et
al., 2001). Asian American women leaders tended to defer to authority figures, be loyal
and diligent workers, reporting arriving early and staying late at work (Kawahara et al.,
2013). They take risks and visible assignments, challenge stereotypes, recognize
strengths and weaknesses, improve communication skills, and invest in networking,
training, and mentoring (Youngberg et al., 2001). While some Asian American women
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leaders attribute their success to being at the right place at the right time, understanding
the ground rules, and playing the game (Youngberg et al., 2001).
Asian American Women Community College and Higher Education Leadership
In spite of rising presence and educational attainment, Asian American and
immigrant Asian women are notably missing in community college leadership positions
(Roy, 2019). Asian American women constitute the smallest ethnic minority group
among female presidents of color (Ideta & Cooper, 1999). In spite of being the model
minority in academia and holding the topmost position among immigrants for terminal
and doctoral degrees, Asian Americans and immigrant Asians remain an understudied
community in higher education research, and the issues behind their underrepresentation
remain invisible (Suzuki, 2002).
Challenges
Due to multiple intersections of gender and racial stereotypes, Asian American
and immigrant Asian women face challenges while climbing leadership positions (Roy,
2019). Barriers for women of color at the highest levels include not being considered for
administrative positions, having their scholarship devalued or ignored, and being torn
between family, community, and career responsibilities (Turner, 2007).
Asian American women leaders struggled with gender, racial-ethnic, and cultural
discrimination (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017; Turner, 2007). As leaders, Asian women
report being more visible, yet feel socially invisible while feeling greater pressure to
conform and make fewer mistakes (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010; Turner, 2007). Asian
American women experienced barriers due to the lack of organized support, limited
leadership development opportunities, and few Asian American role models early on to
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help them rise to ranks of leadership (Kawahara et al., 2013). Moreover, Asian American
women reported having their abilities questioned, feeling the constant pressure to prove
themselves, and a performance anxiety related to the hypervisibility that resulted from
racism (Hune, 1998).
Asian American women also tended to personalize the problems they
encountered, believing that their issues and struggles were related to their personality,
upbringing, competency, or some other personal aspects while remaining the primary
caretaker as expected by gendered roles (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). Additionally,
Asian American women also took into consideration family responsibilities when
deciding to pursue administrative career opportunities and limited geographical regions
(Turner, 2007).
The women often feel that they have to know the position well and be hyper
qualified before venturing to take on one with more responsibility (Liang & PetersHawkins, 2017). Women who are a minority in the upper reaches of an institution inhabit
a context characterized by being more visible and on display, feeling the pressure to
make fewer mistakes, finding it harder to gain credibility, and being stereotyped (Turner,
2007).
Pragmatically, women regard racism as a less upfront aspect negatively affecting
their professional lives (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). In contrast, sexism, mostly
manifested through the stereotypes of Asian American women and questioning of
women’s leadership, had more overtly negative impact as the women tried to assume
their leadership roles (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). Despite these obstacles, Asian
American women leaders still persist and achieve success.
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Styles of Leadership
Asian American women leaders in higher education leadership positions tend to
use a relational and collaborative leadership style which emphasizes empowering others,
sharing power, and utilizing the strengths of others to achieve a common goal (Kawahara
et al., 2013). This style of leadership involved the opinions, feelings, and thoughts of
others and is contrasted with more hierarchical and authoritarian styles (Kawahara et al.,
2013). Interpersonal connections and relationships were critical, including relationships
with women of color peers, with other professionals, and with their families, helping
them maintain energy and balanced lives as they addressed the challenges of their
leadership roles (Turner, 2007).
Study Framework
Racial and ethnic stereotyping, gender bias, and cultural differences leading to
feelings of dissonance and contradiction in the workplace are the primary themes that cut
across the literature focusing on women of color including Hispanic, American Indian,
and Asian American women in positions of academic leadership (Turner, 2007). Asian
American women administrators face unique cultural barriers including their various
multiple identities and identified strongly with three dimensions: ethnicity, family, and
work (Kawahara et al., 2013; Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Cultural values can affect the way that Asian Americans display leadership as
well as how Asian Americans are perceived as leaders (Liang et al., 2002). Traditional
Asian values such as deference to authority, humility, preferring harmony over conflict,
and attending to group needs over individual desires contrast with what have traditionally
been valued traits of a leader in the United States (Yammarino & Jung, 1998). The Asian
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work style has been described as contextual, indirect, inner directed, and self-reliant,
while the predominant work style among White males is commonly described as
hierarchical, controlling, aggressive, and oriented toward win-lose outcomes (Neilson &
Suyemoto, 2009).
There are cultural issues that may hinder upward mobility for Asian American
women (Hune, 1998). An Asian American woman is likely to be viewed by the dominant
male culture as lacking leadership qualities, confidence in her abilities, and original ideas;
this perception can hinder professional advancement and reinforce a notion of lack of
leadership ability (Hune, 1998). Asian women presidents in higher education from
Chinese, Filipina, and Japanese backgrounds described themselves as not fitting the
typical stereotypes of Asian women as docile, passive, and silent; when confronted by
these stereotypes, they responded with greater determination to achieve their goals (Ideta
& Cooper, 1999). Asian American women faculty members seeking consensus in a
meeting, or being polite and deferring to a senior colleague, or waiting to have something
to contribute before speaking may feel that she is acting properly in her culture and as a
woman (Hune, 1998).
Asian American leaders in higher education describe how cultural values helped
explain their values and behaviors in three categories: hard work as moral obligation,
collaboration as interconnection, and risk taking as sacrifice for the future (Neilson &
Suyemoto, 2009). Asian Americans were found to value individualism lower and place
and higher emphasis on collectivism (Kawahara et al., 2013). Asian values endorsed by
leaders included being humble, having concern for others’ well-being first, being kind,
giving back to the group or community, valuing education, respecting one’s elders, and
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being responsible (Kawahara et al., 2013). Asian American women belong to a
collectivist culture where family plays a major role in defining their careers (Roy, 2019).
In collectivist Asian cultures, women are assumed to play the domestic role like taking
care of children and older members of the family and doing the household chores (Roy,
2019).
First-generation women tended to identify more with their Asian ethnic identities
than other generations (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). The women whose parents
raised them with a goal of acculturating into the U.S. mainstream felt more strongly about
their American identity than those whose parents stressed preserving a home environment
closely connected to their Asian ethic roots (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). Gender
stereotypes are reinforced when combined with the intersection of race and ethnicity
(Roy, 2019).
Asian Americans as a group are stereotyped as smart, high-achieving, and
hardworking while the culture places high value on education (Lee & Zhou, 2015).
Structural advantages experienced by a substantial portion of the Asian American
community includes access to higher quality public schools, supplemental education
resources, and communities that reinforce high, and arguably rigid, standards of academic
performance (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Intersectionality
While research is available on the experiences of women, Asian Americans, and
racial minorities, very little research has focused on the experiences of Asian American
women (Li, 2014). Discrimination faced by Asian American women is entirely different
from and more than the sum of the discrimination faced by White women and Asian
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American men (Li, 2014). The intersectional subordination is “frequently the
consequences of the imposition of one burden that interacts with pre-existing
vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment” (Crenshaw, 1991).
Intersectionality research has not been conducted on the experiences of Asian American
women in educational leadership whether in higher education or K-12 settings (Liang &
Peters-Hawkins, 2017). There is a peculiar omission of Asian Americans from higher
education research, and the seemingly inexorable model minority myth contributes to
erecting and perpetuating barriers that continue to obstruct scholarship on this population
(Museus & Chang, 2009).
Model Minority Myth
Coined by William Petersen in his 1966 New York Times Magazine article, model
minority discourse claims that all Asians work hard, value education greatly, and rise
rapidly in American society through self-reliance (Wu, 2014). Proclaimed an
educationally and economically successful “model minority” who have somehow
overcome prejudice and discrimination, Asian Americans are consequentially tucked into
the crack of nonconcern (Wu, 2014). The model minority myth—the assumption that all
Asian Americans achieve universal and unparalleled academic and occupational
success—is alive and well, despite the existence of over two decades of scholarship that
challenges its validity (Museus & Chang, 2009).
In reality, the model minority myth could not be farther from the truth and
exaggerates the achievement of Asians, obscures the tremendous diversity both
academically and socioeconomically among Asians, denies services needed to Asians,
pressures Asians to fit the model minority mold, and fuels anti-Asian sentiment and
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actions (Chou & Feagin, 2014; Reeves & Bennett, 2004; Takaki, 1989). The model
minority myth still constitutes an enormous obstacle to raising the priority level for
research on and addressing the oversight of Asian Americans (Museus & Chang, 2009).
Embedded in the model minority stereotype is the implicit and explicit message
that the failures of African American and other minorities are due to a lack of personal
determination, motivation, and hard work and not due to the United States being a
fundamentally racist society (Wu, 2014). The model minority myth, by naturalizing
differences among Asian Americans and other races, reduces reality to ahistorical and
apolitical, leaving the dominant ideology and hegemonic power structure unchallenged
(Min, 2003). Takaki (1989) argued that the model minority myth overstressed the
achievement of Asians, pressures Asians to fit the “model minority” mold, and feeds antiAsian sentiment and actions.
Although racial discrimination in the United States continues to be perceived as
predominantly a Black-and-White issue (Wu, 2002), the model minority myth is a
discursive tool that maintains White dominance (Poon, Squire, Kodama, Byrd, Chang,
Manzano, Furr, & Bishundat, 2016). Simply defining the model minority myth as a
stereotype about Asian Americans without recognizing its implications for disciplining
and shaming other people of color deflects attention away from how the myth is integral
to a project of maintaining White supremacy (Poon et. al, 2016).
Asian Stereotypes
Positive racial stereotypes of Asians include: intelligent, hard-working, highly
educated, occupationally successful, patient, polite, non-confrontational, nonviolent, law
abiding, politically passive, culturally resourceful, detail oriented, and good at science as
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well as engineering (Fujimoto, 1996; Hune, 1998). However, among stereotypes that
deflect Asians from leadership positions are the following: passive, unassertive, indirect,
more equipped for technical than people-oriented work, and not leadership material
(Fujimoto, 1996; Hune, 1998). Other stereotypes of Asian Americans include being
docile and therefore lacking leadership skills (Liang, Lee, & Ting, 2002).
Hyun (2005) identified certain stereotypes of Asian Americans in the workplace
that include waiting their turns to speak up in meetings, being soft spoken, and not being
good at self-promotion and marketing themselves. They are viewed as respecting
authority and often too busy working with little time given to socializing (Kawahara et
al., 2013). Although these are extremely valuable to a company for middle manager or
worker bee positions, they are not associated with behaviors for moving into positions of
power and leadership (Kawahara et al., 2013).
Asian American women share the racial stereotypes associated with the model
minority as their male counterpart (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). For Asian women,
additional stereotypes are attributed to U.S. corporate executives, such as the following:
content with status quo, inflexibility, lack of interpersonal skills and political savvy,
obedient and motherly, as well as exotic and fragile (Fujimoto, 1996). Moreover, Asian
American women are subjected to stereotypes resulting from sexualization (Liang &
Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Honorary White Status
According to the model minority myth, honorary Whites (i.e., light-skinned Asian
Americans) have achieved educational and economic success because of their individual
efforts (Chanbonpin, 2015). The term honorary White refers to individuals and groups
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who, in a racial hierarchy with Whites at the top and Blacks at the bottom, occupy a
preferred, intermediate status (Tuan, 2012). Originally coined to refer to some non-White
and part-White groups in South Africa during apartheid, the term is more commonly used
today to refer to some Asian and Latino groups in the United States (Tuan, 2012).
Although Asian Americans may receive some benefit from the assignment of Honorary
White status, the positionality is that of a lower status than White.
Honorary White identity offers only the illusion of the power and status
associated with Whiteness (Chanbonpin, 2015). It is a recognition that the intermediate
status accorded to Honorary Whites is not really about access to the privileges of
Whiteness, but is instead complicity in a color and race hierarchy that devalues Blackness
(Chanbonpin, 2015). The involuntary assignment of Honorary White status for Asian
Americans may seem beneficial, but in actuality is a placement in a racial hierarchy that
perpetuates racism.
Conclusion
The literature review discussed Asian American and immigrant Asian women in
leadership positions along with Asian American and immigrant Asian women within
higher education positions. It also connected the cultural context of immigrant Asian
women leaders and Asian American women leaders. It reviewed intersectionality, the
model minority myth, and honorary White status and their impact while exploring how
some Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders have overcome, deflected,
and found methods to leverage these racist mechanisms.
The major themes among leadership experiences of Asian Americans include the
influence of common Asian values, having to negotiate multiple identities, leading in
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response to the urging of others, using a group orientation and collaborative style, having
a strong work ethic, emphasis on excellence, having to respond to stereotypic perceptions
and expectations, and the importance of support and mentoring (Kawahara et al., 2013).
Key success factors were discussed (Sy et al., 2017) that promote upward
mobility in Asian American leaders: cultural acumen, rules of success, leadership
branding, communication, social decorum, leadership aspiration, career determinism, and
cultural inclusion. Museus and Chang (2009) described key challenges in conducting
research on Asian Americans in higher education as having the chronic burden of
demystifying myths about Asian Americans and the burden of justifying research on
Asian Americans, while Liang and Peters-Hawkins (2017) describe the invisibility and
exclusion of Asian Americans in the research literature is noted as inseparable to the
model minority thesis with which this population is widely portrayed and associated in
the U.S. society. This study will contribute and build to the existing literature on Asian
American and immigrant Asian women leaders specifically in higher education
leadership positions to fill this research gap for aspiring future leaders.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
The purpose of this qualitative, heuristic phenomenological study was to
understand the lived intersectional experiences of Asian American women in upper
leadership positions in community colleges. This study examined Asian American
women’s experiences of honorary White status and the model minority myth and how
they overcame racist mechanisms in their leadership trajectory. The use of heuristic
phenomenological inquiry is an exploratory process that involves a self-searching
analysis of the intersectionality of race and gender among Asian American and immigrant
Asian women in community college leadership with the goal of meaning-making and
exploration of the personal experience.
The study sought to answer the following questions:
1. What is the lived experience of Asian American and immigrant Asian women
in community college leadership positions who have navigated the complexities
of intersectionality?
a. How have Asian American and immigrant Asian women overcome obstacles
of race and gender while moving up in community college leadership
positions?
b. What community college policies and practices do Asian American and
immigrant Asian women describe as supporting or challenging their career
trajectory?
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2. How do women leaders describe the essential nature of being an Asian
American and immigrant Asian woman in leadership dealing with intersectional
experiences?
3. What is the experience of Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders
navigating racialized discourses in their professional practice?
a. How do Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders experience the
model minority myth?
b. How do Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders describe being
assigned honorary White status?
Assumptions and Rationale for a Qualitative Methodology
Qualitative research is an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning
individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
It involves emerging questions and procedures, data analysis inductively building from
particulars to general themes, and the researcher making interpretations of the meaning of
the data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Qualitative research allows for researchers to get at
the inner experience of participants, to determine how meanings are formed through and
in culture, and discover rather than test variables (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This form of
inquiry focuses on individual meaning and the importance of reporting the complexity of
a situation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This research design is fluid, evolving, and
dynamic in nature with the ability to connect at a human level (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
Qualitative methods include open-ended questions, analysis of interview data, themes,
and pattern interpretations (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
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A qualitative study is in order when a phenomenon needs to be explored and
understood because little research has been done on it and because it involves an
understudied sample (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The current study sought to illuminate
the participants’ own voices and experiences to provide a deeper understanding about the
unique intersecting experiences of being an Asian American or immigrant Asian woman
in community college leadership. Qualitative research helps to see the world from the
participant’s perspective and in doing so, make discoveries that will contribute to the
development of empirical knowledge (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This study helps to
understand the lived experiences of Asian American and immigrant Asian women in
community college leadership and examined the experiences through the career
journey. While quantitative studies can overlook the uniqueness of individuals,
qualitative design allows for meaning making of participants’ descriptions and
interpretations. This style of research is interested in how people experience events and
the meaning they give to those experiences (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The participants in
this study provided insight on their own experiences of the intersectionality of race and
gender as an Asian American or immigrant Asian woman in community college
leadership.
Heuristic Inquiry Design
Heuristic investigations culminate in a creative synthesis aimed at understanding
human experience (Moustakas, 1994). The research participants remain close to
depictions of their experience, telling their individual stories with increasing
understanding and insight (Moustakas, 1994). In heuristic studies, it is deeply meaningful
for all individuals involved and individuals are valued as research partners (Sultan, 2019).
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Participants in the study are considered co-researchers, holders and deliverers of
information as well as companions and collaborators in the journey (Sultan, 2019).
Heuristic interviews are highly relational and are facilitated through the genuineness and
presence of the researcher (Sultan, 2019). At some point in this process, the qualities,
core themes, and essences that permeate the experience of the entire group are understood
and a universal depiction is constructed (Moustakas, 1990). Asian American women and
Asian immigrant women have a unique standpoint as community college leaders. It is the
tacit knowledge of being an Asian American or immigrant Asian woman that can help to
describe and express the experience of honorary White status and the model minority
myth in the community college leadership setting. In this study, we sought the knowledge
of the particular experience of both honorary White status and the model minority myth
in Asian women who are community college leaders.
The heuristic process involves getting inside the research question, becoming one
with it and living it (Moustakas, 1990). As with many qualitative designs, data can be
collected through interviews, which can be supplemented with field notes and subsequent
reflections (Moustakas, 1990). These sources of information are synthesized to form
depictions of the participants that seek to capture the essence of their experiences
(Moustakas, 1990). Looking at the complexities of intersectionality and overcoming
obstacles of race and gender through this design captured the essence of the experiences.
The heuristic design captured the lived experiences of Asian American and immigrant
Asian women in community college leadership and employed identifying with the focus
of inquiry, self-dialogue, and tacit knowing. This design suited the study because it
emphasizes intuition, indwelling, and internal frame of references as primary sources of
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information. It is only this group of women who shared this particular experience who
truly described the genuine and complex intersectional experiences of being a woman, an
Asian woman, experiencing honorary White status in White dominated society, and
living through the model minority myth.
Research Design
The overall aim of this qualitative heuristic study was to reveal the essential
nature of the lived experiences of the participants to understand and explore multiple
perspectives on their path to leadership. It sought to discover how they addressed issues
surrounding race and gender in the attainment of professional success to upper leadership
positions. The study sought to capture the essential nature of living with honorary White
status and the model minority myth. The study also explored the intersecting challenges
of the participants and how they have used these oppressive concepts in an advantageous
manner. This study used interviews as a primary method of data collection, consistent
with a heuristic design (Moustakas, 1990).
Participants
This heuristic study utilized purposeful sampling to include Asian American and
Asian immigrant women in upper level leadership positions among community colleges.
Specifically, this study included genuine dialogue and cooperative sharing of the nature
and essence of these women in positions of president, vice president, and dean positions
in community colleges. Twelve Asian American or immigrant Asian women leaders were
interviewed in a semi-structured format. In heuristic studies, the individuals involved are
not treated as subjects of research, but are valued as research partners (Sultan, 2019).
Participants in the study are considered co-researchers in an exploratory process based on
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genuineness and intersubjectivity, as well as companions and collaborators (Sultan,
2019). Co-researchers are informed of the nature of the research design, its purposes and
processes, and the expectations (Moustakas, 1990). After the criteria for the selection of
co-researchers were selected, a contract was developed that included information
regarding time commitment, informed consent, opportunities for feedback, and
verification of findings (Moustakas, 1990).
Using a purposeful sampling strategy, persons were selected deliberately to
provide information that was particularly relevant to the research questions and goals of
the study (Maxwell, 2013). In heuristic sampling, it targets a group of people focusing on
the demographic features that address the study (Moustakas, 1990). Selecting Asian
American and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership elicited people
who were uniquely able to be informative on the intersecting experiences of being Asian
or immigrant Asian, a woman, and living through honorary White status and the model
minority myth (Maxwell, 2013). Additionally, purposeful sampling involves selecting the
best participants that will help understand the research problem and research question
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The research questions sought to explore the lived
experiences of Asian American and immigrant Asian women who have successfully
navigated the complexities of intersectionality. They also sought to describe the essential
nature and experience of navigating racialized discourses in professional practice in
confronting the model minority myth and honorary White status.
Participants were selected through the researcher’s professional network and the
doctoral program’s community college leadership initiative network. This research also
applied snowball sampling, which included previously identified members of a group
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identifying other members (Fink, 2013). Snowball sampling is where one determines the
members of a group by asking each participant to name other potential participants in a
particular group (Krathwohl & Smith, 2005). After the professional network of the
researcher and the doctoral program was exhausted, the co-researchers were asked to
recommend other prospective co-researchers. The size of the sample included 12 coresearchers in order to achieve a richer, deeper, more profound and more varied meaning
when it included depictions of the experience of others (Moustakas, 1990).
Data Collection Methods
This study was intended to be conducted on a national level, with the primary
source of data collection through virtual interviews between the researcher and the coresearchers due to logistical constraints and the current limitations on travel. The data
collection process in heuristic inquiry involves immersion through self-dialogue and
dialogue with individuals (Sultan, 2019). Therefore, the collection of data included both
interviews and information discovered in the researcher’s journals.
Interviews
Interviewing is the most prevalent data collection method in heuristic inquiry
(Moustakas, 1990). Qualitative interviews gain credibility when the participants are
experienced and have first-hand knowledge about the research problem (Rubin & Rubin,
2005). Heuristic interviews are highly relational, shaped by mutual interest, and generate
genuine discourse for truthful findings (Sultan, 2019). The primary purpose of a heuristic
interview is to explore and understand another person’s in-depth living experience of the
phenomenon (Sultan, 2019). The rationale for utilizing interviewing as the primary
source of data collection was to seek the deep exploration of the lived experiences of the
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co-researchers. Heuristic inquiry embodies relational listening, attending to nonverbal
communication, and comfort in embracing silences during the interview process (Sultan,
2019). The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted many in-person interactions and has
migrated meetings and interviews online, using platforms such as Zoom, Webex, Google
Duo, and Google Meets.
Virtual interviews for qualitative research grants accessibility to participants
(Gray, Wong-Wylie, Rempel, & Cook, 2020).Virtual interview participants reported ease
of logging in, convenience of saving travel time, and the value of still being able to see
interviewers in comparison to in-person interviews (Gray et al., 2020). Although
traditional in-person interviews may collect a more holistic picture, interviews held
virtually are still able to capture a co-researcher’s living experience through spoken
words, non-verbal communication captured on video, and are able to maintain the ability
to observe silences and emotions. Previous studies compared face-to-face versus virtual
interviews found the quality of the interviews did not differ (Deakin & Wakefield, 2013).
Additionally, it was found that virtual participants were more open and expressive
(Deakin & Wakefield, 2013).
Researcher Journal
Journaling is a key process in heuristic research involving reflective deep thought
and reflexive self and other processing of experience (Sultan, 2019). The journal may
include notes, drawing, diagrams, charts, words or word maps, or other meaningful
representations of the experience and contains multiple sources of information about
potential themes (Sultan, 2019). It serves to facilitate both an integration of personal
experience and a bridge to connection with the experience of another (Sultan, 2019). Data

46

collection with this style of inquiry requires immersion within the research through selfdialogue as well as dialogue with individuals (Moustakas, 1990). Self-dialogue includes
communication with yourself, with and about the experience of being an Asian American
woman, relative to the other co-researchers. The process of self-dialogue included
engaging in discourse with my own mind and took place through the tool of journaling.
Connecting with the essence of our own experiences and disclosing it, it enhances our
ability to attune to others emphatically and encourages the other co-researchers to
disclose their experiences (Sultan, 2019).
Instrumentation
Interview Protocol
The interview protocol was developed using open-ended questions aimed to invite
detailed descriptions of the co-researchers' lived experiences as an Asian American or
immigrant Asian woman in community college leadership. It asked for rich descriptions
of the essential nature of being an Asian American or immigrant Asian woman in
community college leadership and the experiences of the model minority myth and
honorary White status. The interview protocol consisted of 9 open-ended questions to
guide the interview and allowed the opportunity for further inquiry in an organic and
conversational manner. It included the openness and flexibility to co-construct
understandings, make sense of the world, allowed for follow-up questions that
encouraged elaboration, and framed questions to understand the experience from the coresearcher’s view (Sultan, 2019). The interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes to one
hour.
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The relationship between the study’s research questions and some sample
questions from the interview protocol is illustrated in the following matrix. For the
complete interview protocol, please refer to Appendix A.

Table 1
Research Questions and Sample Protocol Interview Questions
Research Question

Sample Interview Question

RQ1: What is the lived experience of
Asian American and immigrant Asian
women in community college leadership
positions who have successfully
navigated the complexities of
intersectionality?

Share with me what it feels like to be
uniquely you, navigating through the ins
and outs of leadership roles to serve in
community college leadership.

RQ2: How do women leaders describe
the essential nature of being an Asian
American woman in leadership dealing
with intersectional experiences?

How do you describe your experience of
being an Asian American leader?

RQ3: What is the experience of
Asian American and immigrant Asian
women leaders navigating racialized
discourses in their professional practice?

What is your perspective as an Asian
American woman witnessing racism today?

Journal Protocol
The journal protocol provided structure to the researcher journal. Since journaling
honors the reflective and reflexive processing of experience, the protocol was designed to
elicit thoughts, physical sensations, and emotions of my own experience of the interviews
to better understand the experiences and descriptions given by the co-researchers (Sultan,
2019). Time was scheduled for reflection of the experience post-interview to capture the
immediate feelings, thoughts, and sensations of the process (Sultan, 2019). To guide this
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process, the journal protocol was developed based on Sultan’s (2019) recommendations
and included the following questions: What were my thoughts, physical sensations, and
feelings during the interview? What did I learn through her lens? What was the
experience like for my co-researcher? What was the overall experience for this
interview?
Although the journal protocol provided some basic structure to the reflective
process, the journal process itself also allowed for unstructured creative moments and
thoughts with notes, sketches, mental connections through diagrams, or anything else that
may have surfaced during this process (Sultan, 2019). Following the post-interview
journaling was an incubation period, followed by reflection and immersion a few days
later (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 2019). Sultan (2019) recommended reading the
transcriptions and then rewatching the interviews to ask additional questions including:
What themes appear and what were some similarities between myself and the coresearcher? What were some differences in the experiences and how do they compare to
my own experiences?
Data Analysis
Data analysis in heuristic inquiry requires cycles of immersion, incubation, and
reflexivity and includes theme illumination and identification (Sultan, 2019). The
immersion process was an ongoing, full commitment into both the deep and broad
understandings of the thoughts, feelings, and sensations of the experience. In this study,
the data analysis process went through embodied relational transcription, a holistic and
multidimensional review of each transcript as well as journal reflections on the process.
The data analysis process gathered all data including the recordings, transcripts, and
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reflections for one participant at a time and allowed full immersion into the data until it
was understood (Sultan, 2019). Coding is not generally used in heuristic inquiry and
instead, the overall essential features of the phenomenon emerge through the researcher’s
focused immersion in the data and use of intuitive processes toward theme identification
of the essential meaning of the experience (Sultan, 2019). The data analysis process
included time for rest, incubation, and then reconnection with the data to identify
preliminary qualities and themes (Sultan, 2019).
Moustakas (1990) provides a clear procedure for data analysis in a heuristic study:
1. Gather all of the data for one co-researcher at a time.
2. Full immersion into the data until the data is understood clearly.
3. Set data aside, and allow time for rest and incubation. Then reconnect
with the data and identify preliminary qualities and themes and begin
to construct an individual depiction.
4. Return to the raw data to identify whether or not the individual
depiction reflects the essential themes of the co-researcher’s
experience.
5. Begin data collection with your next co-researcher following the same
process until there are individual depictions for each research partner.
6. Gather all individual depictions and resume immersion, incubation,
and reflexivity to generate a composite depiction representing the
integrated experience of all.
7. Return to the raw data and select two or three co-researchers with data
that exemplifies the group as a whole and as well highlights the
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uniqueness of each individually. From those co-researchers’ data sets,
formulate exemplary portraits.
8. Develop a creative synthesis that represents the extended immersion in
the phenomenon through your own as well as your co-researchers
experiences.
Following this process and taking a holistic view of the raw data allowed me to
see the big picture and identify emerging patterns. These steps assisted with immersion,
self-dialogue, and incubation, key components in heuristic data analysis (Moustakas,
1990). Themes were then deciphered and organized according to the research questions
(Moustakas, 1990). This process also included preliminary theme identification with
implicit meanings and themes (Moustakas, 1990). Next after theme illumination and
identification, I explicated my findings and represented them in four methods of
representation: individual depictions, composite depictions, exemplary portraits, and
creative synthesis (Sultan, 2019).
Individual depictions included a co-researcher’s personal living experience as an
Asian American or immigrant Asian woman leader, while the composite brought all of
the individual depictions together to establish a collective body of findings representing
the shared experiences (Sultan, 2019). Exemplary portraits reflected both individual and
collective depictions to tap into both personal and universal characteristics (Sultan,
2019). Creative synthesis allowed for the transformation of the data from its original
format into an understanding of the essential nature of an Asian American or immigrant
Asian woman in community college leadership.
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Trustworthiness
In heuristic research, trustworthiness is established through rigorous selfreflection and self-inquiry involving inner processes such as intuition and tacit knowing,
and by returning the data repeatedly (Moustakas, 1990). In order to check the accuracy of
the findings from my study, I incorporated validity strategies of triangulation, usage of
rich description, and addressed researcher bias (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Triangulation
Triangulation involved the multiple use of information and perspectives. I
triangulated the different data sources by examining evidence from sources and built
justification for themes based on the convergence of several sources of perspectives from
the co-researchers (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Secondly, the study incorporated both
data from the interviews and data presented from the researcher journals. Specifically, I
integrated the individual depictions from each participant to create composite depictions
to represent the shared living experience. I also incorporated and integrated the
frameworks of intersectionality and feminist standpoint theory in the meaning-making
process.
Usage of Rich Description
Using rich thick description of shared experiences also contributes to the validity
of the findings (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In a heuristic study, this involves clear
articulation and communication of the research process and findings, including multiple
perspectives on process and content, to enhance transparency (Sultan, 2019). This was
done throughout the research process with each co-researcher by providing detailed
information surrounding the study, allowing for in-depth discussion and analysis of the
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information shared. Data collected included rich descriptions using detail, quotes, and the
sharing of other’s perspectives from other interviews.
Reflexivity
Clarifying the researcher’s bias also increased validity and trustworthiness.
Reflexivity occurs when the researcher places under thoughtful scrutiny the research
process, the intersubjective dynamics between researcher and co-researchers, and places
into perspective the preconceived ideas and personal attitudes, beliefs, values, and biases
(Sultan, 2019). The researcher’s bias addressed how my values and expectations
influence the conduct and conclusions of the study while avoiding the negative
consequences of these expectations (Maxwell, 2013). It is important to note that during
the time of this research, the current racial climate in our country had a heightened sense
of alertness to racial incidents. As the researcher, my personal sense of injustice and
racial tensions during this time influenced my perception and concept of honorary White
status and the model minority myth. Being consciously aware and understanding this
self-knowing illuminated a sense of heightened scrutiny and helped identify the racist
mechanisms and policies that are a part of the living experience. As an immigrant Asian
American woman in a leadership role in community college, comes the self-knowledge
about the intersectionality of being both Asian and female while I navigate racialized
discourses and discuss the experience of living in the model minority myth and honorary
White status.
Role of the Researcher
In heuristic inquiry, the role of the researcher is that of a research partner and is
immersed in the experience being studied (Moustakas, 1994). I am a participant in my
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own study, and as the primary researcher, I led the process in describing the living
experiences of the few Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders in
community college leadership. This research stemmed from my personal experience as an
immigrant Asian American woman in pursuit of higher education leadership roles and my
curiosity in the examination and exploration of intersectionality and racial barriers. This
study was a study of who I am, my living experience, and who I aspire to be.
As the primary researcher, it was important to be transparent about my personal
experiences, beliefs, biases, and attitudes and how they influenced my findings. Because I
approached the study from an asset perspective, I investigated the positive aspects of
intersectionality. I searched for positive outcomes with less focus on the failures or
negative impacts and pursued networks and policies that supported leadership growth
among Asian American and immigrant Asian women.
I was also curious to examine the patterns of success to learn more about those in
higher leadership positions. I sought to learn about how others achieved their career
success to hopefully apply and follow similar methods of improvement. As an Asian
American immigrant woman, I was familiar with the model minority myth and the
advantages of a success stereotype for Asian Americans. I experienced both the
privileges and disadvantages of being labeled a smart Asian and also passed as an
honorary White amongst my White colleagues. My hope was to serve as a voice to an
often invisible group and also as a collaborator in discourse to heighten awareness of
honorary White status and the model minority myth for people in my position. By sharing
our embodied experiences, the participants and I sought to assist fellow Asian American
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and immigrant Asian women in navigating the complexities of higher education
leadership and attempted to fill a critical gap in higher education leadership research.
Ethical Considerations
First and foremost, I had an obligation to respect the rights, dignity, worth, and
well-being of my research partners. This was done by obtaining all of the necessary
permissions from the site and participants and seeking IRB approval. IRB committees
provide protection against human rights violations (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I
disclosed the purpose of the study by contacting participants and informing them of the
general purpose of the study through email. The research objectives were articulated in
writing so that they were clearly understood. The informed consent form described the
purpose of the research, provided background on the researcher, and pointed out the
benefits and possible risks to those involved (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). Those who elected
to participate agreed over email to show they understood the risks described in the
statement and agreed to be in the study.
One ethical consideration involved the level of confidentiality for the coresearchers in this study. The participants were Asian American or immigrant Asian
women in upper leadership positions within the community college sector. Since there
were not many individuals that met the criteria of the study, changing the names in the
study did not necessarily ensure protection of identity of the participant. Minimal
investigative inquiry could have led to revealing the identity of the subjects. Although I
attempted to respect the privacy and confidentiality of participants and assigned fictitious
names or aliases, the final decision regarding participant confidentiality rested with a
disclosure that the use of pseudonyms would not guarantee protection of their identity.
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Conclusion
This chapter discussed the qualitative research design for this study and included
the sampling strategy, data collection methods, analysis, and instrumentation. It also
addressed the role of the researcher, ethical considerations, and issues of confidentiality
among the participants. The results of this study will be presented in chapter 4.
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Chapter 4
Findings
The purpose of this qualitative, heuristic phenomenological study was to
understand the lived intersectional experiences of Asian American and immigrant women
in upper leadership positions in community college. The goal of the study was to
understand and explore the essential nature of the lived experiences in their path to
leadership and to reveal how they addressed issues surrounding race and gender in the
attainment of professional success to upper leadership positions. It explored the
intersecting challenges of the participants and how they overcame oppressive barriers.
The research questions that guided this study were:
1. What is the lived experience of Asian American and immigrant Asian women
in community college leadership positions who have navigated the
complexities of intersectionality?
a.

How have Asian American and immigrant Asian women overcome
obstacles of race and gender while moving up in community college
leadership positions?

b. What community college policies and practices do Asian American
and immigrant Asian women describe as supporting or challenging
their career trajectory?
2. How do women leaders describe the essential nature of being an Asian
American and immigrant Asian woman in leadership dealing with
intersectional experiences?
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3. What is the experience of Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders
navigating racialized discourses in their professional practice?
a.

How do Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders
experience the model minority myth?

b. How do Asian American and immigrant Asian women leaders
describe being assigned honorary White status?
A total of twelve current Asian American women community college leaders
participated in the study. This chapter discusses insights learned in the field. It then
provides a description of the participants containing individual depictions based on the
interviews and a synthesis of the findings including themes illuminated from the research
questions.
Insights from the Field
Virtual interviews also allowed for greater logistical access. The majority of the
participants in the study were Asian and immigrant Asian women community college
leaders in the western part of the country; seven were from the west coast and five from
the east coast. None of the participants were located in the central part of the country.
All interviews were completed virtually, and because many of the participants
were working from home, it gave greater access into some of these women’s personal
space. I observed children in the background, household pets, home fixtures and furniture
that brought warmth to the conversations and made the experience more relational.
As I gained more experience in the interview process, I realized that during the
researcher's introduction, self-disclosure that included more personal details of my family
background as an immigrant myself resulted in more details of the participants' family
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background and cultural roots. This reciprocation opened up space within the interview to
find commonality between myself and the participant. What I found was a sense of
duality in the path of the Asian woman experience in community college leadership.
Within these interviews was a sense of dichotomy that one’s path was particularly
unique, yet familiar as they shared the collective Asian women's experience.
Description of the Participants
The participants in my study were all Asian American or immigrant Asian women
who shared their living experience as community college leaders. Table 2 lists each
participant, their position held in community college leadership, their country of family
origin, and location.
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Table 2
Characteristics of Participants
Participants Position

Country of Family Origin Location

Roselinda

Dean

Philippines

Northeast

Jane

President

China

Northeast

June

Dean

China and Taiwan

Northeast

Remy

President

Philippines

Pacific northwest

Jannie

Associate Dean

Japan and China

Pacific northwest

Sanyai

Vice President

Japan

Pacific northwest

Lana

Dean

Okinawa and Japan

Pacific southwest

Eva

President

Hong Kong

Northeast

Hennie

Dean

Taiwan

Northeast

Denise

Vice Chancellor Japan

Pacific southwest

Kimmie

Vice President

Hong Kong and China

Pacific northwest

Rosaline

President

Philippines

Pacific northwest

Below is a brief description of the participants which includes their family country of
origin, their leadership role in community college, and geographic location.
Roselinda the Deliverer
“Tell me what you need, I can deliver.”
Roselinda was born in the southern Philippines and the third oldest of 10 children.
She graduated from a nursing program in Manilla and immigrated to the United States at
the age of 21, determined to see what else was out in the world. She has served for close
to 20 years as the dean of a nursing program in the northeast region of the country and
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over 12 years as a United States Army Major of the Nurse Corps Reserve. She is highly
engaged in the field of nurse education both regionally and nationally.
Jane the Living Proof
“I believe in the power of education, I’m living proof.”
Jane is the living example of the power of education. She was born in the People’s
Republic of China in a time where the country’s formal education system was destroyed
from a cultural revolution. She was self-taught, grew up in poverty, and worked in a
factory before coming to the United States. Her story is one as an unwanted child from
China to become a college president in the United States.
June the Wooer
“I guess I’m a wooer - winning others over. I’m really good about influencing people and
bringing them together for a cause.”
June was born and raised on the east coast while college-educated on the west
coast. Her parents are immigrants from Taiwan and mainland China who met in NYC as
students. June was in tech, the art library world, then technical services in the library
sciences before landing as a dean of libraries at a community college in the northeast. Her
other life is her civic involvement.
Remy the Emcee
“I use my voice as a platform and I create platforms where one may not already exist. I’m
constantly needing to voice something (as a president) but have also gotten comfortable
with constantly needing to voice something because I have the mic.”
Remy is a second generation Filipino American who grew up in the southeast and
moved to the Pacific Northwest. Remy recalls a strong sense of Filipino community
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growing up and her identity formation blossoming in college. She is committed to leading
an anti-racist organization as the president of a community college in the Pacific
Northwest.
Jannie the Space Maker
“I represent students of color who are watching me. I make space for them.”
Jannie is the daughter of a Japanese American and a Chinese American who was
born in California and grew up in Hawaii. She was raised in a multicultural and
multiracial space and saw herself reflected in many aspects of her environment. She
fights to make space for students as the associate dean of the library at a Pacific
Northwest technical college.
Sanyai the Space Taker
“I like taking space. I have to be me. I will take space. I speak up, I have opinions all the
time.”
Sanyai left her native country of Japan 25 years ago to come to the United States
as a high school foreign exchange student. She does not identify as a Japanese American,
but rather as an Asian American. She is co-creating her Asian American experience and
serves as a vice president of instruction at a community college in the northwest.
Lana the Recognizer
“I feel the cultural expectations of an AAPI woman leader, having to lead a certain way,
behave a certain way, respond a certain way. It’s ok to be different and have an individual
voice. I believe in supporting different types of leaders to be sure that others are
represented.”
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Lana was born in Hawaii to an Okinawan mother and a Japanese father. She
started her career working with the community of indigenous Hawaiians in high school
before transitioning into higher education. Lana is a dean of students in the pacific
southwest community college.
Eva the East-West Philosopher
“I discovered my Asian roots through my western education. Universal values are
embedded in our literature and you find the connections of history to culture.”
Eva considers herself an overseas Chinese. Various family members came from
Hong Kong through Cuba, Puerto Rico, and for her and her parents, Miami, Florida. As
an immigrant child learning to assimilate, she learned to navigate different worlds. Eva
uses her understanding of cultural traditions, larger universal values and anchoring in
western values as a community college president in the northeast.
Hennie the Teacher Educator
“I do have to say, most of the time, especially in the field of teacher education, I feel like
I’m the only Asian.”
Hennie was born in Taiwan and came to the United States to pursue her master’s
degree in early childhood and elementary education. While studying, she also taught
Chinese. Hennie observed the lack of diversity in the teacher education field as a four
year faculty member while she transitioned to community college. She is a dean of
continuing education and workforce development at a community college in the
northeast.
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Denise the Systems Opener
“I never operated in a closed system. I am always open. You open up the spaces and open
doors for student voices.”
Denise is a Filipino Japanese American born in Hawaii who saw herself through a
Japanese cultural lens but found others to view her more as a Filipina. Her career in
higher education started from an articulation position between her K-12 education and
administrator role to community college. She is a vice chancellor of student affairs in the
pacific southwest.
Kimmie the Deep Reflector
“For me, for myself, my leadership style is so connected to everything else. Everything
you do is a service not just to yourself, but to future generations.”
Kimmie was born to parents from Hong Kong and mainland China in the upper
Midwest and moved to Hawaii at a young age. She leaned into her Chinese culture in
Hawaii while also integrating and learning through the melding of Japanese, Filipino,
Hawaiian, and Samoan culture. Kimmie is a vice president of academic affairs in the
Pacific Northwest.
Rosaline the Community Influencer
“I value community so I look for it. And if it’s not there, I look to develop community.”
Rosaline is a first generation Filipina immigrant and moved to southern California
when she was 5 years old with her family. Her values in community and civic
engagement come from her family. Rosaline is a president of a community college in the
Pacific Northwest.
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Findings
This study sought to answer three primary research questions. The first two
questions focused on the lived experiences and essential nature of Asian American and
immigrant women in community college leadership positions dealing with their
intersectional experiences. The third question discussed the experience of these women
navigating racialized discourses. The findings for these three research questions are
discussed below.
Research Question 1: Lived Experiences of Intersectionality
The first research question asked about the lived experience of Asian American
and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership positions and their
navigation of intersectionality. Each participant shared their individual experiences
ascending in community college leadership with differences in voices and paths. Some
followed a traditional faculty to administrative trajectory while others came from K-12
and outside of higher education industries. The most common lived experience amongst
the participants involved battling stereotypes surrounding being both a woman leader and
an Asian leader. The polarizing stereotypes of being either a domineering dragon lady or
the submissive and docile leader was the most common stereotype. The women in this
study leaned into the Asian women stereotypes and used them advantageously and also
defied them to emerge as stronger leaders.
Through their lived experiences, these women overcame obstacles in their career
paths through building community, maintaining relationships, expansion of their work
experience, and deliberate strengthening of communication skills to be a more visible
leader. These women, when asked to serve in various capacities, took advantage of
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opportunities and took risks that increased their visibility. They spoke up even when they
did not necessarily want to, but felt compelled to do so in order to defy the stereotype of
being quiet and unchallenging.
Community college practices and policies that have supported or challenged their
career trajectory include having multilayered networks of support for these women. The
community college environment has both informal and formal networks. Allyship,
colleagues, supervisors, other people of color in the workplace, sponsorship, mentorship,
and professional networks have all supported these women’s careers. A common
challenge that continues to exist in community college practice is the stereotype of what a
leader should look like, with expectations for leaders to exercise more masculine traits
including dominance, aggressiveness, and decisiveness. These women leaders led their
own way, with an alignment of personal and cultural values with emphasis on the
collective.
Research Question 2: Essential Nature in Leadership
The second research question asked about the essential nature of being an Asian
woman in leadership. The participants in the study shared unique points as Asian women
leaders.
First, they shared feelings surrounding the integration of their own Asian cultural ties that
enabled them to be their full authentic selves as leaders. Many of the participants blended
their sense of collective consciousness and responsibility respected by the Asian culture
into their leadership. Upon reflection, some participants recalled struggling earlier in their
careers with successful integration of their culture. Instead, leaders exhausted energy in
code switching, the practice of alternating between different ways of communication.
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These women learned to speak and act differently based on the audience in order to be
heard. The participants shared that they are regularly seeing things through a different
lens as Asian women leaders. They have a strong sense of how they are perceived by
others, and acknowledge everyone sees the face of an Asian woman, and this comes with
the preconceived notions of an Asian woman. They also shared that they saw themselves
as Asian women living with the duality of feeling both invisible and hypervisible. On one
hand, they were commonly portrayed as quiet and reserved Asian women, likely to be
dismissible, one who is not likely to make waves, and likely to comply. On the other
hand, some leaders felt being seen and standing out because of their race and gender,
being the only Asian and the only Asian woman in a room or meeting and having the
pressure of being the minority voice.
Research Question 3: Navigating Racialized Discourses
Research question three inquired about how participants navigated racialized
discourses in the workplace as a leader. It asked about these women’s experiences with
the model minority myth and the assignment of honorary White status. Not all individuals
addressed racism in the same manner. All participants acknowledged the existence of
racism, but had varying approaches in confronting these experiences in professional
practice. A strong sense of self-awareness and understanding of others perceptions
strengthened participants' abilities to use their voices in engaging and confronting
racialized discourse. Those who actively addressed racist language within their teams
used these instances and created teaching moments to address concerns. The environment
from which these conversations were safely held were due to the existing relationships
between group members and was successful in part because the environment was non-
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threatening for those who were corrected. Some participants utilized more direct and
confrontational approaches when dealing with racialized discourse, asking what was
meant by a certain statement and requesting explanation and clarification. This prompted
others to explain their message and intention which provided space to engage in
corrective dialogue.
Others held a strong sense of positionality in their commitment to antiracist work,
addressing equity issues with an outward approach, normalizing conversations
surrounding race and embedding conversations about race with regularity in leadership
meetings to help raise racial consciousness within their teams. Other participants felt
more protected from racialized discourse working in the community college and higher
education sector and shared more of their personal experiences with racist dialogue.
These women reported experiencing more racist interactions outside of work, when they
were unprotected by their leadership roles and status positions by the general public.
Many of the participants shared their experiences with the model minority myth in
dealing with the persistent assumptions and stereotypes associated with being an Asian
woman and not being seen as an individual. The leaders reported that the model minority
myth depicted how they ought to be and minimized their individuality. The model
minority myth intersecting with the stereotypes of Asian women included assumptions
that their leadership decisions would be more conservative and compliant and their
leadership styles were challenged because it looked different from the traditional style of
leadership.
Participants living through the model minority myth did so by dismantling the
stereotypes through defiance and being their authentic selves. These women understood
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how the lens of society perceived them as the model minority, but as leaders, expressed
their individual voices to be their authentic selves.
Less participants disclosed or recognized being assigned honorary White status as
an Asian woman leader. About one-third of the participants spoke about having Whiteproximate privileges and living in an in-betweenness as an Asian woman of color within
the Black and White racial structure. Participants spoke more about their ally experiences
as people of color and the importance of being outwardly supportive of Black colleagues
and faculty. They used their positionality in power to speak up and stand up against
racism.
Some participants recognized how society sees them very clearly as an Asian
woman leader and found it critical to reinforce their position as a person of color who is
cognizant of the racism towards the Black community. Some were very vocal about their
standpoint as both an Asian woman leader and a person of color woman leader standing
by their Black colleagues. They saw themselves as a person of color standing up against
White supremacy.
Emerging Themes
There were several themes that emerged from the research process of learning
about the experiences of Asian American and immigrant Asian women in community
college leadership. Five themes emerged that captured the living experiences of Asian
American and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership: visibility and
taking up space as an Asian woman, defiance and using the Asian woman voice,
authenticity and courage in defying Asian woman leader stereotypes, community and
support, and self-awareness as Asian women and perception with deliberate strategy.
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Finding 1: Visibility and Taking Up Space as an Asian American Woman
Key themes of the lived experience of Asian American and immigrant Asian
women in community college leadership was the shared importance of being visible and
taking up space. As an Asian American woman leader, the feeling of being both invisible
and hyper visible at the same time seemed to be a shared common experience. Several
leaders shared their experiences of living and working in a white space, codeswitching,
and overcoming the challenge of invisibility through the deliberate practice of taking up
space.
Sanyai is a vice president of instruction and works with over 600 hundred faculty
members while working to bridge the houses of academic affairs and student services in a
collegial manner. As an Asian American woman leader, she built her voice among
faculty as the chair of cultural studies and her role positioned her to use her voice and
take up space.
I don’t apologize for taking up space. You are here, so take the space. Be you. I
am told I am bossy and I take that as a compliment because I tell people what to
do. I am me. It’s my personality and I own it. (Sanyai)
Jannie is a leader in the library science field, a space typically dominated by
White women. She feels that she matters to the community because she represents
students of color at her technical college.
It’s important to me to make space. To make space, there’s power in
representation and it’s important to be a big voice. It’s ok to make waves and not
be liked. As women, we are socialized to be liked, to be pleasant. (Jannie)
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Finding 2: Defiance and Using the Asian Woman Voice
Another theme that surfaced from this study included a defiant mindset over
stereotypes of Asian American women and using one’s voice as a platform for change.
The major challenges of the women in this study included working and dealing with the
common Asian women stereotypes. Some women were labeled or perceived as being
quiet, compliant, obedient, and docile, while others faced the assumption that in order to
reach such high levels of leadership, they are a dragon lady, an overly strong,
domineering and deceitful type.
Society tells us to be compliant. That we should fit in a box, behave a certain way,
be docile, not push or challenge. We are seen as submissive, being quiet, not
making any waves. (Jannie)
Kimmie is a vice president of academic affairs at her institution and she discussed
how others perceive her as an Asian American woman leader.
There are assumptions made about me and I’m highly aware of that. I’m very
cognizant of carrying that with me. Because a judgement has been made, I use
that to my advantage because your assumption is that I will be timid and you may
underestimate me. There is a uniqueness to the AAPI voice, my experience, my
family’s experience, it’s all interconnected. I think early on, I felt this immense
pressure for my leadership to look like their leadership, which silenced me in
different ways early on. For a long time, I was timid about using my voice, but I
found other ways to speak out. I found workarounds like behind the scenes
coalition building. (Kimmie)
Leaders like Hennie and Remy defied the stereotype of the Asian woman:

71

Being obedient, which is not me. I question a lot. I am assertive. (Hennie)
The biggest challenge is the stereotype. Not being the quiet, compliant,
supportive, hard worker. I am supportive, I am hard working, I am not quiet.
(Remy)
The Asian woman's voice is a strength to overcome the associated negative
stereotypes. A key practice of these women involved using their voices to be heard.
Several of the participants shared the importance of having an individual voice.
Often being the only Asian American woman in the room and being hypervisible,
there was pressure to speak up and speak out. I feel a heavier weight as an AAPI
woman leader because of the expectation to speak up to not perpetuate the
stereotype. Sometimes I just want to listen to the discussion, but then you feel
pressure to say something. (June)
There was both a uniqueness and commonality of the Asian women's voices.
There was a shared sense in the need to defy the stereotypes, but the voices themselves
were vastly diverse.
The AAPI voice looks different, there’s many flavors. There is this sense of
community, everything you do is the service not just to yourself, but to future
generations. (Kimmie)
Kimmie described her leadership voice as more collectivistic and less individualistic,
whereas Eva emphasized the connections of universal values.
Having dual visions as an immigrant Asian, I understood the concepts and
importance of family and also the values of the community. I saw that the
universal values are similar in Japanese, Chinese, and western cultures. (Eva)
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Finding 3: Authenticity and Courage in Defying the Asian Woman Leaders
Stereotypes
The essential nature of being an Asian American woman in community college
leadership dealing with intersectional experiences involves authenticity and courage. Not
only are these women in defiance of assumptions and stereotypes based on their race and
gender, they are successful because they have managed to stay aligned to their authentic
selves and are courageous to make bold moves.
It’s important to be myself and embrace who I really am. There is a cultural
connection of values in Hawaii, it is an honest and open culture and I feel more
comfortable than in White female space. Being myself and being authentic, there
is an alignment of values where I was socialized to treat people like friends and
family. (Jannie)
Jannie shared her comfort in alignment with her Hawaiian cultural connection as a
leader, while Jane explained the difficulties of staying true to herself as a community
college president:
There is enormous pressure to be someone else, to conform to the conventional
caricature of a leader. With conventional images of leadership that are very
masculine, decisive, authoritarian, and domineering, women leaders tend to use
more communication skills, collaboration, and more concern for how people feel.
There is more energy and effort and experience into building teams and
consensus. (Jane)
Remy brought her full self to the table as an AAPI woman community college
president. She discussed her thoughts on authenticity and her use of her position to speak:
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Be more of who you are. The experience of being a woman at the table on things,
being a woman in power, I can now talk about issues. Women navigate both
worlds, both home life and work life. I bring a feminist approach into decision
making. (Remy)
Being authentic and having aligning values are part of the Asian American
woman community college leader experience. It also involves having the courage to
make bold moves and standing up. Roselinda recalled her earlier experience of being
asked to serve as a director of nursing prior to becoming a dean:
You have to be courageous and take risks. I didn’t know anything about being a
director of nursing. My god, I took this job because somebody recommended me.
If they offer you a job, that means that they see something in you, so you just
prepare yourself, work very hard, and take that risk. (Roselinda)
Like many of the other women, Roselinda was asked to serve or encouraged to
apply for higher positions. These women had the courage to take the opportunity
presented to them and were open to facing challenges.
Finding 4: Community and Support
The women in this study attributed much of their success in community college
leadership to the relationships in communities which they belonged to and their systems
of support. They’ve engaged and leaned on their communities to both generate action and
also serve as support. They attributed their success to multilayer systems of support
including family, other Asian women in higher education, faculty and staff of color,
affinity groups, and civic engagement groups. All of the women belonged to some circle
of support, and many of them belonged to numerous circles. They also shared the
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importance of building relationships with others, including having sponsors, mentors, and
mentees.
I have multiple circles of support. My support circle is my parent circle of
unapologetically ambitious powerful group of women. (June)
My career has been wholly built on relationships, built over time and having a
multi-layered support system. I have my closest colleagues and friends and people
in my life. I also have family state-wide groups and affinity groups. (Remy)
It’s been really helpful for me to be able to take off my mask in these spaces and
not have to explain myself when I am in faculty and staff of color affinity groups.
(Jannie)
Having a robust system, deliberate sponsors, peer mentors, mentees. (Sanyai)
Having her around made a big difference in terms of being able to collaborate, to
feel supported, to feel like we could move things. (relationship with mentor)
(Lana)
I build my influence both outside and inside the institution and have a strong
support network outside of higher education. I never operate in a closed system, I
am always seeing myself within a system. (Denise)
Building and having multi-systems of support helped these women create change.
Roselinda shared her way of generating momentum:
There’s a good way to do that. You join forces and join coalitions. You have to be
very assertive and you need to associate yourself with strong people. You watch
where the powers are and you align yourself with that. Know people who can
move things around and make yourself a network of people. (Roselinda)
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Rosaline shared how as a community college president, establishing relationships
with individuals with influence generated support and helped empower others.
I see myself as being in communities that have something to offer, but I also offer
them something so it’s mutual and reciprocal. Build relationships with people
who have influence and be open to being an influencer. (Rosaline)
Finding 5: Self-Awareness as Asian Women and Perception
These Asian women community college leaders who navigate racialized discourse
spoke about the heightened awareness of their standpoint. They were highly aware of
both their own perceptions and other’s perceptions towards racial issues. Not all of the
women openly addressed their experiences with the model minority myth, and some of
the women acknowledged honorary White status and described the feeling of being
White-proximate.
I am an Asian American leader speaking very outward with a strong sense of
positionality and acknowledging that’s what people see when they see me
anyway. There is an incredible sense of conscious-self as an Asian American
woman leader. I am outwardly reflective of how the environment is impacting me
personally right now. I am outwardly supportive to the Black Lives Matter
movement and an ally to Black presidents in our system as a leader of color,
because in these roles, it evolves so you need to evolve your role to the needs of
the moment. (Remy)
Remy shared her understanding and importance of her own awareness in an
outward manner as an Asian American woman leader. Sanyai also owned her sense of
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identity awareness and used it as a tool to resolve conflicts in her role while Lana uses
her awareness to gain insight on different perspectives.
I am very aware of identity, how I impact others and understand differences.
When dealing with issues, I engage in deep listening and having a different lens to
understand the other side. (Sanyai)
I try really hard to be aware of both how people are being treated and how things
are received. (Lana)
As a dean of students, Lana doesn’t relate to the model minority myth because of
the location of her institution. Because she is in the pacific southwest, there is a high
concentration of Asian Americans and her perspective is quite different from the other
women from the northeast or the Pacific northwest.
It’s hard to be a part of a model minority because it almost feels like we’re not
quite in the minority category. (Lana)
June described other’s perceptions of her being an Asian American woman, and
sometimes holding an honorary White status based on her gender and how she appears.
It’s also about being cognizant that some people do not regard you as a person of
color being Asian, rather we are White proximate. (June)
June is highly self-aware and understands how her outward appearance as an Asian
woman is perceived by others. She acknowledges that some people do not categorize
Asians as people of color and some tend to view race through a Black and White lens.
Conclusion
These emerging themes help describe and understand the experiences of Asian
American and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership. The lived
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experience of these women consisted of being a visible leader and taking up the space to
pave the way for other Asian women and women of color. A second common theme
among the leaders included defying stereotypes of Asian American women and using
their voices to be courageously and unapologetically their authentic selves. These women
have grown and thrived by both belonging to and creating community for support
favorable for Asian women leaders and in turn, paying it forward in sharing their
experiences with others. Lastly, these women shared how they used their self-awareness
of race and others perceptions around Asian women to stand up against racism.
The final two chapters of this dissertation are written in manuscript format with
intention for publication. Chapter 5 is presented in the form of an empirical article for the
Journal of Women and Gender in Higher Education as it publishes research on genderbased experiences of students and staff in higher education. Chapter 6 is a practice brief
for the Journal of Diversity in Higher Education, which offers insights into theory and
research that can help guide the efforts of institutions of higher education in the pursuit of
inclusive excellence. Both articles are co-authored by Dr. Ane Turner Johnson, who also
served as my dissertation chair. A complete reference list for chapters 1 through 4 along
with both manuscripts will conclude this dissertation.
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Chapter 5
Manuscript One: Asian Women's Voices, Visibility, and Taking Up Space in
Community College Leadership: A Heuristic Study
Asian American and immigrant Asian women are working within higher
education, but few hold upper leadership positions within the community college sector.
Limited research has been conducted regarding Asian American and immigrant Asian
women in these leadership positions. The purpose of this heuristic study was to explore
the lived experiences of Asian American and immigrant Asian women in community
college leadership. Specifically, this study sought to describe the lived intersectional
experiences of race and gender, assignment of the model minority myth, and experiences
with racialized discourses. This research highlights strategies and patterns of success that
were found among the participants: intentional visibility and taking up space as an Asian
woman, utilizing the uniqueness of the Asian woman voice, and exhibiting authenticity
and courage in defying Asian women leader stereotypes.
Asian American and immigrant Asian women are a heterogeneous group and no
single narrative captures the complexity of our experiences. The perpetuation of false
narratives and misperceptions continuously challenge our voices. There is variance and
disparity among our voices and experiences, yet we endure through the myth that we are
all the same. We are not the same. We are leaders, our voices are different, and we
experience layered challenges.
Asian American and immigrant Asian women are notably underrepresented in
academic leadership roles (Roy, 2019). Asian Americans make up 7.2% of the general
population, comprise a larger share of the full-time undergraduate student and full-time
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faculty population at about 9.8% and 10%, according to the US Census Bureau (2020)
and the National Center for Education Statistics (2018), yet make up slightly more than
1% of the leadership within higher education (Turner, 2007). Asian American women fall
far behind White women in leadership positions in higher education, especially in
community colleges (Roy, 2019). In light of these numbers, Asian American women, in
particular, are especially underrepresented as college and university presidents (Hune,
2005).
The Asian American population is one of the fastest growing racial groups in the
United States, comprising approximately 19.9 million individuals and representing over
34 different ethnic groups; an estimated 51% of this population are women (U.S. Census,
2020). Among those pursuing higher education, 52% of Asian undergraduates and 57%
of Asian graduate students are women (ACE, 2020). Asian Americans comprised only
2.3% of college and university presidents in 2016 and 2.0% of both chief academic
affairs officers and chief student life and student affairs officers (ACE, 2017).
Due to multiple intersections of gender and racial stereotypes, Asian American
and immigrant Asian women face challenges while climbing leadership positions (Roy,
2019). Barriers progressing into upper leadership positions include institutional racism,
negative perceptions of Asian cultural leadership styles, and the absence of a pool of
qualified candidates to compete for executive level positions (Hune, 2005). Higher
education institutions are inherently gendered organizations and systematically reproduce
the social and cultural processes that create inequality within the academy (Acker, 1990).
For those who attain senior administration posts commonly held by men, race and social
class may intersect with gender and have negative implications for the quality of work
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and career experience of women in higher education (Healy et al., 2011). American
women in educational leadership face additional barriers as a result of being both Asian
American and women while working in a domain that is traditionally and predominantly
occupied by men dominated by Eurocentrism and androcentrism (Carli & Eagly, 2011).
While there are bodies of literature on women in leadership, research specifically
on gender and leadership that adequately explores multiple variables including race and
gender is sparse (AAUW, 2016). This is a serious problem because diversity matters,
especially in leadership (AAUW, 2016). Increasing representation of women may be a
crucial step to ensuring that policy outcomes are more inclusive of women (Gonyea,
2018). While research is available on the experiences of women, Asian Americans, and
racial minorities, very little research has focused on the experiences of Asian American
women (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). Discrimination faced by Asian American
women is entirely different from and more than the sum of the discrimination faced by
White women and Asian American men (Li, 2011). Intersectionality studies that
highlight the intertwined, socially constructed categories such as gender, race, ethnicity,
and class in understanding the experiences of Black women and Latinx women in
educational leadership need to be expanded to include Asian American women (Liang &
Peters-Hawkins, 2017). The persistent underrepresentation of Asian American in
educational leadership is a manifestation of the fact that the population has been an
invisible minority and understudied by social scientists (Museus, 2009). This study
purposefully sought out the understudied leadership voices with intention to debunk the
model minority myth and the false perception of Asian women leadership. This research
captures the diverse and authentic leadership voices of Asian American and immigrant
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Asian women in higher education leadership while revealing their strategies of success in
overcoming racist obstacles. The narrative of the Asian woman is often grouped in
women of color studies and often overlooked because of the limited number within the
population and often excludes the immigrant Asian woman voice. This work focuses
solely on the Asian woman voice and includes the voices of the immigrant Asian woman
experience. The uniqueness of this study explores the strengths and advantages of the
Asian woman leadership experience despite barriers and obstacles. These women are
positioned in a distinctive vantage point to recognize and address contemporary issues of
racism and sexism.
In response to this gap, our study explored the lived intersectional experiences of
Asian American women in upper leadership positions in community college. This study
also helps fill the gap in the literature regarding Asian American and immigrant Asian
women and reveals success strategies that are used to earn a seat at the community
college leadership table.
Conceptual Framework
Scant literature of the few Asian American leaders in higher education reveals
that they initially do not plan to become an administrator, follow occupational career
paths, and are likely to professionally advance within an organization, belong to multiple
professional associations, and seek mentors (Neilson & Suyemoto, 2009). Research on
the demographics of leaders reveals the absence of Asian American chief executives in
the corporate United States that parallels a similar scarcity of Asian American community
college presidents in higher education (Hune, 1998). Only in California is there a modest
concentration of chief executives of Asian ancestry in higher education (Hune, 1998;
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Fujimoto, 1996). Seven of 107 such positions are less than a critical mass, but suggests a
starting point to develop an agenda designed to improve the process of elevating more
Asian Americans to chief executive positions in the nation's community colleges (Hune,
1998). Asian American women administrators in particular experience what is known as
a chilly climate, often feel isolated and invisible, have their abilities questioned, and have
to work harder to prove themselves (Hune, 1998; Turner, 2007). Three critical concepts
to help explain the Asian woman experience include the intersectionality of race and
gender, the model minority myth, and dealing with Asian stereotypes.
Intersectionality
While research is available on the experiences of women, Asian Americans, and
racial minorities, very little research has focused on the experiences of Asian American
women (Li, 2014). Discrimination faced by Asian American women is entirely different
from and more than the sum of the discrimination faced by White women and Asian
American men (Li, 2014). The intersectional subordination is “frequently the
consequences of the imposition of one burden that interacts with pre-existing
vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment” (Crenshaw, 1991).
Intersectionality research has not been conducted on the experiences of Asian American
women in educational leadership whether in higher education or K-12 settings (Liang &
Peters-Hawkins, 2017). There is a peculiar omission of Asian Americans from higher
education research, and the seemingly inexorable model minority myth contributes to
erecting and perpetuating barriers that continue to obstruct scholarship on this population
(Museus & Chang, 2009).
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Model Minority Myth
Coined by William Petersen in his 1966 New York Times Magazine article, model
minority discourse claims that all Asians work hard, value education greatly, and rise
rapidly in American society through self-reliance (Wu, 2014). The model minority
myth—the assumption that all Asian Americans achieve universal and unparalleled
academic and occupational success—is alive and well, despite the existence of over two
decades of scholarship that challenges its validity (Museus & Chang, 2009). Proclaimed
an educationally and economically successful “model minority” who have somehow
overcome prejudice and discrimination, Asian Americans are consequentially tucked into
the crack of nonconcern (Wu, 2014).
In reality, the model minority myth could not be farther from the truth and
exaggerates the achievement of Asians, obscures the tremendous diversity both
academically and socioeconomically among Asians, denies services needed to Asians,
pressures Asians to fit the model minority mold, and fuels anti-Asian sentiment and
actions (Chou & Feagin, 2014; Reeves & Bennett, 2004; Takaki, 1989). The model
minority myth still constitutes an enormous obstacle to raising the priority level for
research on and addressing the oversight of Asian Americans (Museus & Chang, 2009).
Embedded in the model minority stereotype is the implicit and explicit message
that the failures of African American and other minorities are due to a lack of personal
determination, motivation, and hard work and not due to the United States being a
fundamentally racist society (Wu, 2014). The model minority myth, by naturalizing
differences among Asian Americans and other races, reduces reality to ahistorical and
apolitical, leaving the dominant ideology and hegemonic power structure unchallenged
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(Min, 2003). Takaki (1989) argued that the model minority myth overstressed the
achievement of Asians, pressures Asians to fit the “model minority” mold, and feeds antiAsian sentiment and actions.
Although racial discrimination in the United States continues to be perceived as
predominantly a Black-and-White issue (Wu, 2002), the model minority myth is a
discursive tool that maintains White dominance (Poon, Squire, Kodama, Byrd, Chang,
Manzano, Furr, & Bishundat, 2016). Simply defining the model minority myth as a
stereotype about Asian Americans without recognizing its implications for disciplining
and shaming other people of color deflects attention away from how the myth is integral
to a project of maintaining White supremacy (Poon et. al, 2016).
Asian Stereotypes
Positive racial stereotypes of Asians include: intelligent, hard-working, highly
educated, occupationally successful, patient, polite, non-confrontational, nonviolent, law
abiding, politically passive, culturally resourceful, detail oriented, and good at science as
well as engineering (Fujimoto, 1996; Hune, 1998). However, among stereotypes that
deflect Asians from leadership positions are the following: passive, unassertive, indirect,
more equipped for technical than people-oriented work, and not leadership material
(Fujimoto, 1996; Hune, 1998). Other stereotypes of Asian Americans include being
docile and therefore lacking leadership skills (Liang, Lee, & Ting, 2002).
Hyun (2005) identified certain stereotypes of Asian Americans in the workplace
that include waiting their turns to speak up in meetings, being soft spoken, and not being
good at self-promotion and marketing themselves. They are viewed as respecting
authority and often too busy working with little time given to socializing (Kawahara et
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al., 2013). Although these are extremely valuable to a company for middle manager or
worker bee positions, they are not associated with behaviors for moving into positions of
power and leadership (Kawahara et al., 2013).
Asian American women share the racial stereotypes associated with the model
minority as their male counterpart (Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). For Asian women,
additional stereotypes are attributed to U.S. corporate executives, such as the following:
content with status quo, inflexibility, lack of interpersonal skills and political savvy,
obedient and motherly, as well as exotic and fragile (Fujimoto, 1996). Moreover, Asian
American women are subjected to stereotypes resulting from sexualization (Liang &
Peters-Hawkins, 2017).
Given the huge obstacles women face in leadership, it is not surprising that so few
Asian and immigrant Asian women rise above mid-level leadership positions. The
pipeline into middle management appears sufficient, however, the gap rests between the
mid-level and upper leadership. The rooted societal perception of Asian women is a huge
obstacle, subjugated to fulfill the model minority myth, and then placed in these false
assumptions. If we want to include more diverse voices in community college leadership
to align with the growing population of students served, we need to hear from the
successful leadership voices to learn from their experiences overcoming these obstacles.
Knowledge and awareness of the process is advantageous for those who are fighting for a
seat at the table.
Researcher’s Paradigmatic Assumptions Informing Design
Guba and Lincoln (1994) define a paradigm as a basic set of beliefs or worldview
that guides research action or an investigation. The paradigmatic assumptions are the
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principles indicating where the researcher is coming from so as to construct meaning
embedded in data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Paradigms share beliefs and influences what
and how it is studied, and how the results of the study is interpreted. Intersectionality and
feminist standpoint theory help collectively frame the researcher’s perspective and serve
as the guiding principles in this study. These concepts provide insight and help shape the
researcher’s assumptions surrounding the complexities of race and gender in leadership
positions.
Intersectionality. The term intersectionality references the critical insight that
race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age do not operate as unitary,
mutually exclusive entities (Collins, 2015). Instead, the fusions of intersections
reciprocally construct phenomena that in turn shape complex social inequalities (Collins,
2015). This analysis of how intersecting power relations of race, class, gender, and
sexuality affected African American women thus provided a provocative new framework
for analyzing the social, political, and cultural realities of other groups (Collins, 2000).
Intersectionality examines how an individual or group identifies with multiple
social statuses, how those statuses might be experienced simultaneously, and how they
jointly shape those experiences and outcomes (Cole, 2009). According to Crenshaw
(1991), when considering how the social world is constructed, intersectionality highlights
the need to account for the multiplicity and complexity of identity. Crenshaw (1991)
explained that many of the experiences Black women face are not absorbed within the
traditional boundaries of race or gender discrimination as these boundaries are currently
understood, and that the intersection of racism and sexism factors into Black women's
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lives in ways that cannot be captured wholly by looking at the race or gender dimensions
of those experiences separately.
The concept of intersectionality refers to the interactivity of social identity
structures such as race, class, and gender in fostering life experiences, especially
experiences of privilege and oppression (Gopaldas, 2013). Intersectional research uses
primary data such as interviews and participant observation and secondary data to gather
multiple perspectives on a context with the function of interviews and observation to
appreciate the lived experience of social disadvantages (Gopaldas, 2013). This study
examines the complex layered experiences of being both Asian and a woman
experiencing racism and sexism in community college leadership.
Feminist Standpoint Theory. Feminist theory encompasses a range of diverse
ideas, all of which originate with the beliefs that society is patriarchal, structured by, and
favoring men (Tong, 2001). Original formulations of Feminist Standpoint Theory rest on
the assumptions that all knowledge is located and situated and that the standpoint of
women is privileged because it provides a vantage point that reveals the truth of social
reality (Hekman, 1997). Feminist Standpoint Theory is a type of critical theory aimed to
empower the oppressed (Anderson, 2020).
While traditional ways of thinking support the subordination of women and the
neglect or trivialization of issues particularly affecting women, feminist theory argues for
a replacement with a system that stresses equality for both sexes (Tong, 2001).
Feminist Standpoint Theory asserts that the standpoint of women which
represents the world from an epistemically advantaged socially situated perspective and
women have personal experience of sexist oppression, unlike men, whose power enables

88

them to ignore how their actions affect women (Anderson, 2020). The advantage of the
oppressed is sometimes founded on bifurcated consciousness, the ability to see both from
the perspective of the dominant and from the perspective of the oppressed (Collins,
1990). Women speak from multiple standpoints, producing multiple knowledge
perspectives (Hekman, 1997).
Feminist Standpoint Theory is an important element as a framework for study
because its roots from feminism questions society’s ideas of women, their role in society,
society’s institutions, and its power hierarchies (Bechtold, 2008; Glazer, 1993). It is also
a methodological resource for understanding power structures and producing knowledge
that is more likely to benefit marginalized groups (Brooks, 2007).
Feminist standpoint epistemology is a philosophy of knowledge building that
challenges to both see and understand the world through the eyes and experiences of
oppressed women and apply the vision and knowledge of oppressed women to social
activism and social change (Brooks, 2007). It is women’s concrete experience that
provides the ultimate criterion for credibility of the knowledge granting authentic
expression to women’s experiences (Collins, 1990). Feminist standpoint epistemology
requires us to place women at the center of the research process, where women’s concrete
experiences provide the starting point from which to build knowledge (Brooks, 2007).
Jaggar (2004) explains that a woman's distinctive social position makes possible a
view of the world that is more reliable and less distorted than that of the ruling class.
Because research that starts from women’s lives yields a more accurate picture of how a
given society functions, it also uncovers the necessary ingredients for social change. As
members of an oppressed group, they have cultivated a double consciousness, a
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heightened awareness not only of their own lives, but of the lives of the dominant group
of men as well (Brooks, 2007).
Standpoint theorists have argued that members of oppressed groups sometimes
have special experiences that result from their location as “insider-outsiders” (Collins,
1991). The methodological thesis of standpoint feminism asserts that research ought to
proceed by “studying-up,” or studying from the margins out, so as to understand how
existing power structures shape and limit knowledge production (Intemann, 2016).
Feminist Standpoint Theory and intersectionality together frame the researcher’s
perspective and are the guiding principles in this study. They inform how the results are
interpreted based on the position and perspectives of these Asian women on their
personal and collective experiences of belonging to two marginalized groups, an Asian
person and a woman.
These assumptions offer an explanation that can help guide the questions surrounding
how these women have navigated and overcome obstacles on their journey to upper
leadership positions.
Methods
The current study sought to illuminate the participants’ own voices and
experiences to provide a deeper understanding about the unique intersecting experiences
of being an Asian American or immigrant Asian woman in community college
leadership. Structured as a heuristic phenomenological investigation, this work sought to
culminate in a creative synthesis aimed at understanding the Asian woman experience
and participants telling their individual stories with increasing insight (Moustakas, 1994).
This research is interested in how people experience events and the meaning they give to
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those experiences (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The study used interviews as a primary
method of data collection, consistent with a heuristic design (Moustakas, 1990).
This study centered on three research questions: What is the lived experience of
Asian American and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership positions
who have navigated the complexities of intersectionality? How have Asian American and
immigrant Asian women overcome obstacles of race and gender while moving up in
community college leadership positions? How do Asian American and immigrant Asian
women leaders experience the model minority myth and navigate racialized discourses?
Participants
This heuristic study employed a purposeful sampling technique to include Asian
American and immigrant Asian women in upper-level leadership positions including the
presidency, the vice presidency, associate vice presidency, and dean levels within
community colleges. Specifically, this study included twelve women ranging from
positions of president to associate dean positions in community colleges who were
interviewed in a semi-structured format. Selecting Asian women in community college
leadership elicited the unique voices of people who are the sole experiencers of the
intersections of being an Asian or immigrant Asian, a woman, and characterized by the
model minority myth (Maxwell, 2013).
Participants were contacted through email and selected through the researcher’s
professional network and the doctoral program’s community college leadership initiative
network. The inclusion criteria for this study included participants who identified as an
Asian or immigrant Asian woman holding an upper leadership position in community
college. This research also applied snowball sampling, which included previously
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identified members of a group identifying other members (Fink, 2013). After an
interview was completed, participants were asked to recommend a colleague who
matched the criteria of the study. An email introduction connected the researcher to the
next prospective participant. Table 1 lists each participant, their position held in
community college leadership, their country of family origin, and location. Pseudonyms
were used to protect the identities of the participants.
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Table 3
Characteristics of Participants
Participants Position

Country of Family Origin Location

Eva

President

Hong Kong

Northeast

Jane

President

China

Northeast

Remy

President

Philippines

Pacific northwest

Rosaline

President

Philippines

Pacific northwest

Denise

Vice Chancellor Japan

Pacific southwest

Kimmie

Vice President

Hong Kong and China

Pacific northwest

Sanyai

Vice President

Japan

Pacific northwest

Hennie

Dean

Taiwan

Northeast

June

Dean

China and Taiwan

Northeast

Lana

Dean

Okinawa and Japan

Pacific southwest

Roselinda

Dean

Philippines

Northeast

Jannie

Associate Dean

Japan and China

Pacific northwest

Data Collection
This study was conducted on a national level, with the primary source of data
collection through virtual interviews due to logistical constraints and the limitations on
travel during the global pandemic. The researcher utilized the Zoom platform for all of
the interviews. Interviews were conducted and served as the primary data collection
method (Moustakas, 1990). All participants had first-hand knowledge about the lived
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experience as an Asian woman (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). The collection of data included
both interviews and insights produced in the researcher’s journals. The data collection
process involved immersion through self-dialogue and dialogue with individuals (Sultan,
2019). Each participant engaged in a virtual semi-structured interview which lasted
between 60 to 90 minutes with the interview questions shared with each of the women
beforehand. Topics in the interview protocol surrounded their intersectional experiences
(e.g. How do you describe your experience as a woman leader and an Asian woman
leader?), obstacles encountered (e.g. I’d like to hear about your past experiences
overcoming obstacles as you moved up into leadership roles.), systems of support (e.g.
Describe your experiences with the support systems that have helped you in your role,
whether they are personal or professional.), and perspective on racialized discourse (e.g.
What is your perspective as an Asian woman witnessing racism today?).
A researcher journal protocol capturing the experience was completed and
collected immediately after each interview. The protocol prompted the journaling process
and served to facilitate an integration of personal experience and the bridge to connection
with the experience of the participants (Sultan, 2019). It also prompted self-dialogue and
thoughts about the experience of being an Asian immigrant woman relative to the other
participants.
Data Analysis
Data analysis in heuristic inquiry requires cycles of immersion, incubation, and
reflexivity and includes theme illumination and identification (Sultan, 2019). In this
study, the data analysis process went through embodied relational transcription, a holistic
and multidimensional review of each transcript, and journal reflections on the process.
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Each interview recording and its transcription was reviewed for accuracy. The data
analysis process gathered all data including the recordings, transcripts, and reflections for
one participant at a time and allowed full immersion into the data until it was understood
(Sultan, 2019). From each interview, between six to fifteen pages of researcher notes
were collected, reviewed, and compared to the researcher’s journal protocol. The data
analysis process included time for rest, incubation, and then reconnection with the data to
identify preliminary qualities and themes (Sultan, 2019).
Following this process and taking a holistic view of the raw data allowed the
larger picture and patterns to emerge. Themes were deciphered and organized according
to the research questions (Moustakas, 1990). Direct quotes and stories shared were used
to exemplify the themes, which then merged into a creative synthesis, which allowed for
the transformation of the data from its original format into an understanding of the
essential nature of an Asian American or immigrant Asian woman in community college
leadership.
Positionality
Clarifying the researcher’s bias also increased validity and trustworthiness. The
researcher’s bias addressed how values and expectations influence the conduct and
conclusions of the study while avoiding the negative consequences of these expectations
(Maxwell, 2013). It is important to note that during the time of this research, the current
racial climate in our country included a heightened sense of alertness to racial incidents.
As the researcher, my personal sense of injustice and racial tensions during this time
influenced my perception and concept of the model minority myth. Being consciously
aware illuminated a sense of heightened scrutiny and helped identify racist mechanisms
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and policies that are a part of the living experience. As an immigrant Asian woman in a
leadership role in community college, comes the self-knowledge about the
intersectionality of being both Asian and a woman while I navigate racialized discourses
and discuss the experience of living in the model minority myth.
As a director level immigrant Asian LGBTQ woman working in a community
college, I approached this study with an eagerness to learn more about the Asian woman
leadership experience. Prior to this study, I knew of only two Asian women leaders in the
community college setting personally. Other Asians on my campus were mostly faculty
men and a few faculty women in STEM. This study provided the opportunity to engage
with leaders in various roles to understand the supports and successful strategies that
were used professionally in our field. It also granted me the opportunity to access leaders'
perspectives on how they navigated Asian woman stereotypes and racialized discourse.
Findings
In this study, Asian American and immigrant Asian women in upper leadership
positions in community college described how they navigated their lived intersectional
experience of race and gender. This study sought to answer three primary research
questions. The first two questions focused on the lived experiences and essential nature of
Asian and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership positions dealing
with their intersectional experiences. The third question discussed the experience of these
women navigating the model minority myth and racialized discourses. Three themes
emerged that captured the living experiences of Asian and immigrant Asian women in
community college leadership: visibility and taking up space as an Asian woman,
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defiance and using the Asian woman voice, and authenticity and courage in defying
Asian woman leader stereotypes.
Visibility and Taking Up Space as an Asian Woman
Key themes of the lived experience of Asian and immigrant Asian women in
community college leadership was the shared importance of being visible and taking up
space. As an Asian woman leader, the concurrent feeling of being both invisible and
hyper visible was a shared common experience. Several leaders expressed their
experiences of living and working in a white space, codeswitching, and overcoming the
challenge of invisibility through the deliberate practice of taking up space.
All but two of the women in this study mentioned the importance of visibility as a
leader. There was collective agreement on the importance of visibility, but Roselinda, a
dean of a nursing program, described deliberate strategies to increase visibility:
There’s a good way to do that, to increase visibility. You have to be very assertive
and you need to associate yourself with strong people. You watch where the powers are
and you align yourself with that. Know people who can move things around. Make
yourself a network of people. You navigate your ins and outs, attend meetings, and when
the president comes, you make yourself visible so that when you ask for something, you
get it. (Roselinda)
Roselinda described the importance of deliberately making yourself visible as a leader,
coalition building, and using your voice as a leader. She was strategic in increasing
visibility to build influence and also used her voice to influence.
Sanyai is a vice president of instruction and works with over 600 hundred faculty
members while working to bridge the houses of academic affairs and student services in a

97

collegial manner. As an Asian immigrant woman leader, she built her voice among
faculty as the chair of cultural studies and her role positioned her to use her voice and
take up space. “I don’t apologize for taking up space. You are here, so take the space. Be
you. I am told I am bossy and I take that as a compliment because I tell people what to
do. I am me. It’s my personality and I own it.”
Sanyai is unapologetic using her own leadership voice built from her expertise
and she encourages others to do the same. She is confident to express her authentic self
and positionality through her voice and is not discouraged by negative perceptions.
Instead, she reframes the negative perceptions and confidently takes the space.
Jannie is a leader in the library science field, a space typically dominated by
White women. She feels that she matters to the community because she represents
students of color at her technical college.
It’s important to me to make space. To make space, there’s power in
representation and it’s important to be a big voice. It’s ok to make waves and not
be liked. As women, we are socialized to be liked, to be pleasant. (Jannie)
For Jannie, to make and take space means to open up White spaces for people of color.
She emphasizes the need to expand access for students of color at her institution while
using her voice in order to create these spaces. Although using her voice may cause
disturbance with the status quo, it is ok to take up space and be visible with presence
without adhering to societal norms of women to be pleasant and nice.
Defiance and Using the Asian Woman Voice
Another theme that surfaced from this study included a defiant mindset over
stereotypes of Asian women and using one’s voice as a platform for change. The major
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challenges of the women in this study included working and dealing with the common
Asian women stereotypes. Some women were labeled or perceived as being quiet,
compliant, obedient, and docile, while others faced the assumption that in order to reach
such high levels of leadership, they are a dragon lady, an overly strong, domineering and
deceitful type.
Society tells us to be compliant. That we should fit in a box, behave a certain way,
be docile, not push or challenge. We are seen as submissive, being quiet, not
making any waves. (Jannie)
Kimmie is a vice president of academic affairs at her institution and she discussed
how others perceive her as an Asian woman leader.
There are assumptions made about me and I’m highly aware of that. I’m very
cognizant of carrying that with me. Because a judgement has been made, I use
that to my advantage because your assumption is that I will be timid and you may
underestimate me. There is a uniqueness to the Asian voice, my experience, my
family’s experience, it’s all interconnected. I think early on, I felt this immense
pressure for my leadership to look like their leadership, which silenced me in
different ways. For a long time, I was timid about using my voice, but I found
other ways to speak out. I found workarounds like behind the scenes coalition
building. (Kimmie)
Leaders like Hennie and Remy defied the stereotype of the Asian woman: “Being
obedient, which is not me. I question a lot. I am assertive” (Hennie).
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The biggest challenge is the stereotype. Not being the quiet, compliant,
supportive, hard worker. I am supportive, I am hard working, but I am not quiet.
(Remy)
The most difficult challenge for many of these women were the false assumptions
ascribed by society based on gender role expectations and the color of their skin. False
perceptions and misjudgments are made against them, and often feeling unseen or seen
through lenses with a prescribed stereotype. They overcame these beliefs through
deliberately challenging and defying the stereotype and presenting their authentic selves.
The Asian woman's voice is a strength to overcome the associated negative
stereotypes.
A key practice of these women involved using their voices to be heard. Several of the
participants shared the importance of having an individual voice.
Often being the only Asian woman in the room and being hypervisible, there was
pressure to speak up and speak out. I feel a heavier weight as an AAPI woman
leader because of the expectation to speak up to not perpetuate the stereotype.
Sometimes I just want to listen to the discussion, but then you feel pressure to say
something. (June)
June described another common experience, the dual strain of not wanting to perpetuate
the stereotype of being passive, but also the burden to serve as the token Asian voice.
There was both a uniqueness and commonality of the Asian women's voices.
There was a shared sense in the need to defy the stereotypes, but the voices themselves
were vastly diverse. Most women described a shared sense of responsibility to speak up
for themselves and for other people of color, but each individual voice held different
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intentions and approaches. Some women’s voices were outspoken and outwardly
reflective of an inclusive and anti-racist agenda. Other women used their voices to build
relationships, gain influence, support their staff, and organize for the good of student
success. Some women used their voices in the creation of collective voices when a group
did not exist. Some women used their voices in making space for their students, in
institutional policy, and in building community.
“There is this sense of community, everything you do is the service not just to
yourself, but to future generations” (Kimmie). Kimmie described her leadership voice as
more collectivistic and less individualistic, whereas Eva emphasized the connections of
universal values.
Having dual visions as an immigrant Asian, I understood the concepts and
importance of family and also the values of the community. I saw that the
universal values are similar in Japanese, Chinese, and western cultures. (Eva)
Kimmie uses her Asian woman voice as a tool for service to the community and also to
future generations. In her decision making, she emphasizes the impact and future
implications of her leadership choices. Eva, as an immigrant Asian woman, uses her
voice to share her understanding of universal values amongst cultures. As a president, she
uses this understanding to support her students and the community.
Rosaline, a college president, uses her immigrant Asian voice to build
connections and community.
“I see myself in relation to different communities that have shaped me and
impacted me. I value community so I look for it. And if it’s not there, I look to develop
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community. Build relationships with people who have influence and be open to being an
influencer” (Rosaline).
She believes in the power of community and she uses her Asian voice to build it when it
does not exist. She connected her sense of community back to her Filipina family values.
She understands the influence and seeks to grow the power of the collective voice.
Authenticity and Courage in Defying the Asian Woman Leaders Stereotypes
The essential nature of being an Asian American woman in community college
leadership dealing with intersectional experiences involves authenticity and courage. Not
only are these women in defiance of assumptions and stereotypes based on their race and
gender, they are successful because they have managed to stay aligned to their authentic
selves and are courageous to make bold moves.
It’s important to be myself and embrace who I really am. There is a cultural
connection of values in Hawaii, it is an honest and open culture and I feel more
comfortable than in White female space. Being myself and being authentic, there
is an alignment of values where I was socialized to treat people like friends and
family. (Jannie)
As an associate dean, Jannie shared her comfort in alignment with her Hawaiian cultural
connection as a leader, while Jane, an immigrant Asian woman, explained the difficulties
of staying true to herself as a community college president:
There is enormous pressure to be someone else, to conform to the conventional
caricature of a leader. With conventional images of leadership that are very
masculine, decisive, authoritarian, and domineering, women leaders tend to use
more communication skills, collaboration, and more concern for how people feel.
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There is more energy and effort and experience into building teams and
consensus. (Jane)
Lana, speaking from a dean’s perspective: “I feel the cultural expectations of an Asian
woman leader, having to lead a certain way, behave a certain way, respond a certain way.
It’s ok to be different and have an individual voice.”
Lana gives herself permission to be her true self and not lead in accordance to external
expectations. She uses her authentic Asian woman voice in leadership and acknowledges
that is unique. Remy brought her full self to the table as an Asian woman community
college president. She discussed her thoughts on authenticity and her use of her position
to speak:
Be more of who you are. The experience of being a woman at the table on things,
being a woman in power, I can now talk about issues. Women navigate both
worlds, both home life and work life. I bring a feminist approach into decision
making. (Remy)
She brings her authentic self to the leadership table and encourages other members of her
organization to do the same. As an Asian woman and a mother, she talks openly about the
balance of motherhood and work life. She makes her leadership decisions with a
standpoint of support and empowerment of women.
Being authentic and having aligning values are part of the Asian woman
community college leader experience. It also involves having the courage to be assertive,
make bold decisions grounded in their values, and rise to the occasion. Roselinda recalled
her earlier experience of being asked to serve as a director of nursing prior to becoming a
dean:
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You have to be courageous and take risks. I didn’t know anything about being a
director of nursing. My god, I took this job because somebody recommended me.
If they offer you a job, that means that they see something in you, so you just
prepare yourself, work very hard, and take that risk. (Roselinda)
Like many of the other women, Roselinda was asked to serve or encouraged to apply for
higher positions. These women had the courage to take the opportunity presented to them
and were open to facing challenges.
The voices of these Asian women leaders revealed their lived experiences as
community college leaders who have overcome obstacles of race and gender and defied
assumptions and stereotypes. They all contributed to a counter-narrative depicting the
true voice of Asian and immigrant Asian women leaders in community college, a voice
that is strong, influential, relational, and introspective. They are strong in defying the
model minority myth and having to dismantle other Asian women stereotypes. They are
influential and relational in their approach to leadership, taking up the space and allowing
other voices to join the space. They change the dynamic of the male-centric leadership
space by bringing in and integrating other leadership qualities like relationship and
community building. The combination of the self-reflective inward thinking and the
outward thinking of these women provides a dual vantage point to see situations through
a wider lens and broader perspective.
Discussion
In this study, these women shared their lived experience of being an Asian
American and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership positions and
their navigation of intersectionality. Each participant shared their individual experiences
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ascending in community college leadership with differences in voices and paths. As a
heterogeneous group, no single narrative captured the complexity of their experiences.
However, the study revealed how these women leveraged key strategies to become
successful. A critical advantage revealed by this study is the dual inward and outward
perspective Asian women possess. The dual perspective empowers these women to be
introspective and understand how others see themselves. A second unique advantage is
the dual insider-outsider perspective which provides a standpoint to better recognize
sexism and racism. This study supported past literature surrounding the double
consciousness of women and their experience of insider-outsider positionality (Brooks,
2007; Collins, 1991; Hekman, 1997; Jaggar 2004). The participants in this study have
overcome false narratives and stereotypes of the Asian woman and learned to be visible,
take up space, and use their unique leadership voices.
Lived Experience of Navigating Intersectionality
The most common lived experience amongst the participants involved battling
stereotypes surrounding being both a woman leader and an Asian leader, which confirms
past literature identifying false perceptions of Asian women as docile, obedient,
unassertive, and lacking leadership skills (Fujimoto, 1996; Hune, 1998; Liang, Lee, &
Ting, 2002; Liang & Peters-Hawkins, 2017). This study also substantiates past literature
discussing discrimination faced by Asian American women is different from and more
than the sum of the discrimination faced by White women and Asian American men (Li,
2011).
The results of this study revealed the most common stereotypes reported by these
Asian women were the polarizing stereotypes of being either a domineering dragon lady
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or the submissive and docile leader. These Asian women experienced aspects of what is
known as a chilly climate; they felt isolated and invisible, had their abilities questioned,
and had to work harder to prove themselves (Hune, 1998; Turner, 2007). The women in
this study acknowledged the implications of these Asian women stereotypes and used
them advantageously by deliberately defying the assumptions to emerge as stronger
leaders. They created the counter-narrative to the domineering dragon lady through
usages of relational skill building, deep listening, and collective team building. Instead of
perpetuating the false narratives of submissivity and docility, these leaders developed
influence, aligned themselves with power, and used their powerful voices and faces to
take up space.
Through their lived experiences, these women overcame obstacles in their career
paths through building community, cultivating relationships, expansion of their work
experience, and deliberate strengthening of communication skills to be a more visible
leader. These women, when asked to step up to serve in various capacities, engaged in
opportunities and took career risks that increased their visibility. They spoke up in
defiance of the Asian stereotypes of being quiet and unchallenging.
Overcoming Obstacles of Race and Gender
Crenshaw (1991) described how intersectional subordination was frequently the
consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with pre-existing
vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of disempowerment. The participants in
the study shared the unique standpoint as both Asian and women leaders. Instead of
accepting the positionality of subordination, these women used the intersections as
strengths. First, they shared feelings surrounding the integration of their own Asian
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cultural ties that enabled them to be their full authentic selves as leaders. Many of the
participants blended their sense of collective consciousness and responsibility respected
by the Asian culture into their leadership. Upon reflection, some participants recalled
struggling earlier in their careers with successful integration of their culture. Several of
the women leaders reported having exhausted energy in code switching, the practice of
alternating between different ways of communication as another strategy. These women
learned to speak and act differently based on the audience in order to be heard.
Brooks (2007) and Collins (1991) described women as having cultivated a double
consciousness and an insider-outsider awareness, a heightened awareness not only of
their own lives, but of the lives of the dominant group as well. The participants shared the
ability to regularly examine circumstances through a different lens as Asian women
leaders. This unique lens provides a strong sense of how they are perceived by others,
and acknowledges that everyone sees the face of an Asian woman, and this comes with
the preconceived notions of an Asian woman. They saw themselves as Asian women
living with the duality of feeling both invisible and hyper visible. On one hand, there
existed a common portrayal of quietness and reservation of Asian women, easily
dismissed, agreeable, and complacent. On the other hand, some leaders felt highly visible
from their race and gender, being the only Asian and the only Asian woman in a space
experiencing the pressure of serving as the singular minority voice.
This positionality provided Asian women leaders better vision and understanding
of systems and structures of racism. Many of the Asian women reported understanding
and operating within systems, and saw themselves as better equipped to see the flaws
within systems because of their unique positionality. They notice both the overt and
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inconspicuous issues within systems. They make unique leaders that open up spaces for
other people of color because they possess an increased awareness of racism and have the
ability to expose and dismantle it.
In overcoming these intersectional obstacles, these Asian women shared the
importance of having multilayered networks of support. Many of the women revealed
participation in multiple professional associations and sought mentors throughout their
careers (Neilson & Suyemoto, 2009). Ally ship, colleagues, supervisors, other people of
color in the workplace, sponsorship, mentorship, and professional networks have all
supported these women’s careers.
Experience of the Model Minority Myth and Navigating Racialized Discourses
Many of the participants shared their experiences with the model minority myth in
dealing with the persistent assumptions and stereotypes associated with being an Asian
woman and not being seen as an individual (Chou & Feagin, 2014; Reeves & Bennett,
2004; Takaki, 1989). The leaders reported that the model minority myth depicted how
they ought to be and minimized their individuality. The model minority myth intersecting
with the stereotypes of Asian women included assumptions that their leadership decisions
would be more conservative and compliant, and their leadership styles were challenged
because it looked different from the traditional style of leadership. Participants living
through the model minority myth did so by dismantling the stereotypes through defiance
and being their authentic selves. These women understood how the lens of society
perceived them as the model minority, but as leaders, expressed their individual voices to
be their authentic selves.
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The participants discussed how they navigated racialized discourses in the
workplace as a leader. Not all individuals addressed racism in the same manner. All
participants acknowledged the existence of racism, but had varying approaches in
confronting these experiences in professional practice. A strong sense of self-awareness
and understanding of others perceptions strengthened participants' abilities to use their
voices in engaging and confronting racialized discourse. Those who actively addressed
racist language within their teams used these instances and created teaching moments to
address concerns. The environment from which these conversations were safely held
were due to the existing relationships between group members and was successful in part
because the environment was non-threatening for those who were corrected. Some
participants utilized more direct and confrontational approaches when dealing with
racialized discourse, asking what was meant by a certain statement and requesting
explanation and clarification. This prompted others to explain their message and intention
which provided space to engage in corrective dialogue.
Others held a strong sense of positionality in their commitment to antiracist work,
addressing equity issues with an outward approach, normalizing conversations
surrounding race and embedding conversations about race with regularity in leadership
meetings to help raise racial consciousness within their teams. Other participants felt
more protected from racialized discourse working in the community college and higher
education sector and shared more of their personal experiences with racist dialogue.
These women reported experiencing more racist interactions outside of work, when they
were unprotected by their leadership roles and status positions by the general public.
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Some participants recognized how society sees them very clearly as an Asian
woman leader and found it critical to reinforce their position as a person of color who is
cognizant of the racism towards the Black community. Some were vocal about their
standpoint as both an Asian woman leader and a person of color woman leader standing
by their Black colleagues. They used their positionality in power to speak up and stand up
against racism and the importance of being outwardly supportive of Black colleagues and
faculty. They saw themselves as a person of color standing up against White supremacy.
Implications for Practice
The voices of these community college leaders, although individually unique,
shared a collective standpoint on the lived experiences of an Asian woman leader to
inform policies and practices. First, we want to encourage coalition building and
strengthening, providing opportunities for Asian women leaders to connect, continue to
support networks that build leadership skills, and provide experiential opportunities
specifically for Asian women in the leadership pipeline.
Second, to actively grow the Asian woman leader voice by encouraging the
engagement in self-reflective practices to familiarize themselves with the stereotypes and
bias against Asian women leaders. Active participation in deconstructing the dual
stereotype of either the quietly submissive or dragon lady dominator to build confidence
in using one’s authentic voice.
Third, encourage ally ship among other current community college leaders to
address their own biases against Asian women. In diversity, equity, and inclusion
professional development at institutions, include the intersectional issues experienced by
Asian women leaders. Make the commitment of time and effort to discuss and dismantle
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the stereotypes and bias through corrective dialogue with Asian colleagues and take the
time to learn about who they really are.
Conclusion
These emerging themes help describe and understand the experiences of Asian
American and immigrant Asian women in community college leadership. The lived
experience of these women consisted of being a visible leader and taking up the space to
pave the way for other Asian women and women of color. A second common theme
among the leaders included defying stereotypes of Asian women and using their voices to
be courageously and unapologetically their authentic selves. These women have grown
and thrived by both belonging to and creating community for support favorable for Asian
women leaders and in turn, paying it forward in sharing their experiences with others.
Lastly, these women shared how they used their self-awareness of race and others
perceptions around Asian women to examine and stand up against racism.
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Chapter 6
Lessons From the Top: Asian American Women as Community College Leaders
Abstract
As Asian American women are notably underrepresented in community college
leadership roles, this practice brief offers recommendations for mid-level leaders to
leverage key supports and resources in their career trajectories. Our recommendations are
based on a heuristic inquiry involving 12 Asian American community college leaders
holding the president, vice president, and dean positions. We focus specifically on
strategies and practices related to defying stereotypes, increasing visibility, and taking up
space as an Asian American woman within a community college context; utilizing the
uniqueness of their voice from an intersectional lens; and leveraging their standpoint for
professional success.
(Keywords: Asian American women, community college, leadership, intersectionality,
success strategy)
Introduction
The Asian American population is one of the fastest growing racial groups in the
United States, comprising approximately 19.9 million individuals and representing over
34 different ethnic groups; an estimated 51% of this population are women (U.S. Census,
2020). Among those pursuing higher education, 52% of Asian undergraduates and 57%
of Asian graduate students are women (ACE, 2020). Yet, Asian American women are
notably underrepresented in academic leadership roles (Roy, 2019). Asian Americans
make up about 10% of full-time faculty, according to the National Center for Education
Statistics (2018), yet only 2.3% of college and university presidents in 2016 and 2.0% of

112

both chief academic affairs officers and student life and student affairs officers (ACE,
2017).
Asian American women face a multitude of challenges while making the climb
toward leadership positions (Roy, 2019). Barriers that challenge women’s movement into
upper leadership positions include institutional racism, negative perceptions of Asian
cultural leadership styles, and the absence of a pool of qualified candidates to compete
for executive level positions (Hune, 2005). Additionally, higher education institutions are
inherently gendered organizations and systematically reproduce the social and cultural
processes that create inequality within the academy (Acker, 1990). The gendered nature
of community colleges has created a culture where women reach the glass ceiling,
preventing access to leadership roles, and are expected to perform both masculine and
feminine qualities (Lester, 2008). Continued stereotypical expectations of leadership
place women at a disadvantage in community college leadership (Garza Mitchell &
Garcia, 2020). New conceptions of leadership will be inclusive and collaborative, there
will be greater attention to work-life integration for all leaders and workers across the
gender spectrum, and work structures will change to allow for more authentic work
(Eddy & Khwaja, 2019).
This research captures the diverse and authentic leadership voices of Asian
American women in community college leadership intended to capture their strategies of
success for thriving in highly gendered environments, while overcoming racist
stereotypes. These recommendations were generated based on the career experiences of
the women leaders. While there is a burgeoning body of work on women in leadership,
research specifically on gender and leadership that adequately explores multiple
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intersectional variables, such as race and gender, and how these intersections confound
women’s opportunities, are sparse (AAUW, 2016). In discussing the experiences of the
intersection of racism and sexism in Black women's lives, Crenshaw (1991) argued that
one’s experiences cannot be captured wholly by looking at the race or gender dimensions
of those experiences separately. Instead, when considering how the social world is
constructed, intersectionality highlights the need to account for the multiplicity and
complexity of identity (Crenshaw, 1991).
The persistent underrepresentation of Asian Americans in educational leadership
is a manifestation of the fact that the population has been an invisible minority and
understudied by social scientists (Museus, 2009). This is a serious problem because
diversity matters; increasing the representation of women may be a crucial step to
ensuring that policy outcomes are more inclusive of women (Gonyea, 2018).
Nature and Scope of Recommendations
In this practice brief, I primarily focus on the executed strategies performed by
Asian American women leaders in the field, but I also include a short discussion of how
the strategies can position leaders for greater opportunities. These recommendations were
generated from interviews with Asian American women community college presidents,
vice presidents, and deans. I address three recommendations to support Asian American
women in community college leadership: (a) countering stereotypes, (b) intentional
visibility strategies, and (c) leveraging the Asian American woman standpoint.
Recommendation #1: Countering Stereotypes
Asian American women are often perceived as unfit to serve as leaders due to
assumptions regarding passivity, unassertiveness, being more equipped for technical
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versus people-oriented work, and not possessing agentic characteristics (Fujimoto, 1996;
Hune, 1998). Other stereotypes of Asian Americans include being docile and therefore
lacking leadership skills (Liang, Lee, & Ting, 2002). Hyun (2005) identified stereotypes
of Asian Americans in the workplace that included passivity, like waiting their turns to
speak up in meetings, being soft spoken, and not engaging in self-promotion. Two of the
most common stereotypes plaguing the women leaders in this study were two conflicting
assumptions about their leadership: that an Asian American woman is either a dragon
lady (e.g., an overly strong, domineering, and deceitful type) or is a submissive and
docile leader.
Society tells us to be compliant. That we should fit in a box, behave a certain way,
be docile, not push or challenge. We are seen as submissive, being quiet, not
making any waves. (Jannie)
Jannie is an associate dean from a community college in the Pacific Northwest. Leaders
like Hennie, a dean from the northeast, defied the stereotype:
Being obedient, which is not me. I question a lot. I am assertive. (Hennie)
Kimmie is a vice president from the Pacific Northwest and shared how the stereotypes
impacted her work.
There are assumptions made about me and I’m highly aware of that. I’m very
cognizant of carrying that with me. Because a judgement has been made, I use
that to my advantage because your assumption is that I will be timid and you may
underestimate me. (Kimmie)
Awareness of these stereotypes allows for micro-resistances, the incremental
efforts where one consciously challenges stereotypes (Irey, 2013). One example provided
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by Sanyai, a vice president in the Pacific Northwest, was a refusal to clean up the office
space after a meeting, typically a gendered task. According to the participants in this
study, successful Asian American women leaders defy these stereotypes by speaking up
and creating a counter-narrative. For example, our participants described using leadership
approaches that countered the domineering dragon lady stereotype, such as employing
relational skill building, engaging in deep listening towards others, and emphasizing
collective team building. Sanyai discusses how she leads over 600 faculty as a vice
president of academic affairs:
Relationship building is key. I’m lucky, I came from faculty and I can speak their
language. I can use fancy words, be extremely theoretical and talk to the end, but
for me, listening is the most important. It’s about doing things together to build
and repair trust. People just want to get to the solution without really
understanding the conflict. It’s important to take the time to understand and listen.
They were strategic and assertive in their approach and established a counter-narrative
depicting their true voices as strong, influential, relational, and introspective within the
context of their professional lives.
Being labeled docile, timid, and lacking leadership skills can be used as an
advantage, according to participants, as it often leads to the underestimation in their
abilities and enabling them to exceed expectations. Instead of perpetuating the false
narratives of submissiveness and docility, these leaders exert influence, courage, and are
tactful risk-takers. So while some women counter the Asian women stereotypes, others
lean into them.
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Because of these stereotypes, Asian American women leaders often feel unseen or
misperceived. They are able to overcome these beliefs through deliberately challenging
and defying the stereotype:
The biggest challenge is the stereotype. Not being the quiet, compliant,
supportive, hard worker. I am supportive, I am hard working, but I am not quiet.
(Remy)
These women leaders redefine their outward perceptions advantageously and lean into
the positive stereotypes.
Recommendation #2: Intentional Visibility Strategies
As an Asian American woman leader, the concurrent feeling of being both
invisible and hyper visible is a shared common experience (Hune, 1998). Asian American
women reported being more visible yet felt socially invisible with greater pressure to
conform and make fewer mistakes (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). Several leaders in
this study shared their experiences of living and working in a White space,
codeswitching, and overcoming the challenges of invisibility through the deliberate
practice of taking up space.
Visibility
Deliberately making oneself visible as a leader is a key strategy to increasing
influence within organizations. The Asian American women leaders in this study engaged
in important institutional initiatives and high profile projects, served on various
committees, and joined professional organizations and collaborative groups. These
women also accepted recommendations to apply for higher positions from influential
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institutional players and aligned themselves to individuals with power. One participant
stated of this:
You have to be very assertive, you need to associate yourself with strong people.
You watch where the powers are and you align yourself with that. Know people
who can move things around and make yourself a network of people. Be visible.
(Rosalinda)
They took ownership of their career and experience building, learned to identify and
recognize opportunities, and actively sought out experiences to increase their skill set to
increase their visibility.
Using the Unique Asian Voice
Asian American women are the sole experiencers of the intersections of being
both Asian American and a woman (Maxwell, 2013). This experience brings along the
dual strain of not wanting to perpetuate the stereotype of passivity, but also often serving
as the token Asian voice.
I feel a heavier weight as an Asian American woman leader because of the
expectation to speak up to not perpetuate the stereotype. Sometimes I just want to
listen to the discussion, but then you feel pressure to say something. (June)
There is both uniqueness and commonality of Asian American women's voices.
There was a shared sense of the need to defy the stereotypes among the participants in the
study, but the voices themselves were diverse in how they were used. These Asian
American women leaders are unapologetic when using their leadership voice, are
confident to express their authentic self and positionality, and are not discouraged by
negative perceptions.
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Remy brought her full self to the table as an Asian American woman community
college president:
I am an Asian American leader speaking very outward with a strong sense of
positionality and acknowledging that’s what people see when they see me
anyway. There is an incredible sense of conscious-self as an Asian American
woman leader. Be more of who you are. The experience of being a woman at the
table on things, being a woman in power, I can now talk about issues. Women
navigate both worlds, both home life and work life. I bring a feminist approach
into decision making. (Remy)
She discussed her self-perception as an Asian American woman leader and the use of her
position to speak as a community college president. She chooses to use her authentic
voice and recommends others to do the same. She describes how she chooses to bring a
feminist approach in her decision making and uses her voice in discussing women’s
issues.
Most of these Asian American women described a shared sense of responsibility
to speak up for themselves and other people of color, but each individual voice held
different intentions and approaches. Other women used their voices to build relationships,
gain influence, support their staff, and organize for the good of student success. Some
women used their voices in the creation of collective voices when a group did not exist.
Kimmie, a vice president, described her experience in using her Asian voice:
There is a uniqueness to the Asian voice, my experience, my family’s experience,
it’s all interconnected. I think early on, I felt this immense pressure for my
leadership to look like their leadership, which silenced me in different ways. For a
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long time, I was timid about using my voice, but I found other ways to speak out.
I found workarounds like behind the scenes coalition building. (Kimmie)
In reflection for Kimmie, she used her voice earlier in her career to collaborate, and later
on felt more comfortable leading with her Asian voice that integrated her own values, her
family values, and her cultural values. While Kimmie’s voice mirrors her integrated
values, Rosalinda, a president, uses her voice in coalition building:
I stay connected. I value community. I look for it and if it’s not there, I look to
develop community. (Roselinda)
Others used their voices in making space for their students, in institutional policy reform,
and like Roselinda, in building community.
Taking Up Space
Some leaders feel highly visible from their race and gender, often being the only
Asian and the only Asian woman in a space experiencing the pressure of serving as the
singular minority voice. Intentionally taking more space is a strategy in combating the
sense of invisibility (Irey, 2013).
Jannie is a leader in the library science field, a space typically dominated by
White women. She feels that she matters to the community because she represents
students of color at her technical college.
It’s important to me to make space. To make space, there’s power in
representation and it’s important to be a big voice. It’s ok to make waves and not
be liked. As women, we are socialized to be liked, to be pleasant. (Jannie)
For Jannie, to make and take space means to open up White spaces for people of color.
She emphasizes the need to expand access for students of color at her institution while
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using her voice in order to create these spaces. Although using her voice may cause
disturbance with the status quo, it is ok to take up space and be visible with presence
without adhering to societal norms of women to be pleasant and nice.
Recommendation #3: Leverage the Asian Woman Standpoint
A critical advantage revealed by this study is the dual inward and outward
perspective Asian women possess. The dual perspective empowers Asian women to be
introspective and understand how others see themselves.
I understand that my face is powerful. Being cognizant that some people do not
regard you as a person of color being Asian, rather we are White proximate.
(Jannie)
Jannie is a dean and she recognizes the way society sees her Asian face and the
assumptions carried by her outward appearance. She uses this knowledge to adjust her
communication to audiences accordingly.
A second unique advantage is the dual insider-outsider perspective which
provides a standpoint to better recognize sexism and racism. Brooks (2007) and Collins
(1991) described women as having cultivated a double consciousness and an insideroutsider awareness, a heightened awareness not only of their own lives, but of the lives of
the dominant group as well. Asian women leaders share the ability to regularly examine
circumstances through a different lens.
Sanyai owns her sense of identity awareness and uses it as a tool to resolve
conflicts in her role, while Lana uses her awareness to gain insight on different
perspectives.
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I am very aware of identity, how I impact others and understand differences.
When dealing with issues, I engage in deep listening and having a different lens to
understand the other side. (Sanyai)
This unique lens provides a strong sense of how they are perceived by others, and
acknowledges that everyone sees the face of an Asian woman, and this comes with the
preconceived notions of an Asian woman.
Lana is a dean in the Pacific southwest, and she describes her experiences with
perceptions:
I try really hard to be aware of both how people are being treated and how things
are received. (Lana)
This positionality provides Asian women leaders better vision and understanding of
systems and structures of racism. Many of the Asian women reported understanding and
operating within systems, and saw themselves as better equipped to see the flaws within
systems because of their unique positionality. They notice both the overt and
inconspicuous issues within systems. They make unique leaders that open up spaces for
other people of color because they possess an increased awareness of racism and have the
ability to expose and dismantle it. A strong sense of self-awareness and understanding of
others perceptions strengthened participants' abilities to use their voices in engaging and
confronting racialized discourse.
Some of these leaders recognized how society sees them very clearly as an Asian
woman leader and found it critical to reinforce their position as a person of color who is
cognizant of the racism towards the Black community.
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I am outwardly reflective of how the environment is impacting me personally
right now. I am outwardly supportive of Black Lives Matter and an ally to Black
presidents in our system. As a leader of color, because in these roles, it evolves,
so you need to evolve your role to the needs of the moment. (Remy)
Some were vocal about their standpoint as both an Asian woman leader and a person of
color woman leader standing by their Black colleagues. They used their positionality in
power to speak up and stand up against racism and the importance of being outwardly
supportive of Black colleagues and faculty. They saw themselves as a person of color
standing up against White supremacy.
Conclusion
In this practice brief, we discussed strategies and practices that help support Asian
American women in community college leadership. We shared the executed strategies
performed by Asian American women leaders in the field through countering stereotypes,
the development of intentional visibility strategies, and through leveraging the Asian
woman standpoint. When women are strategic, influential, and relational in their
approach to leadership and take up the space, it allows other voices to join the space.
These Asian American women leaders change the dynamic of the masculine-centric
leadership space by bringing in and integrating diversity at the top.
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Appendix
Interview Protocol
1. First, I’d love to know a bit more about your background.
a. Where are you from?
b. What was school like for you?
c. What did you choose to study?
2. I’m particularly interested to hear about your experience as an Asian American

woman getting to such a high level of community college leadership. Tell me
your story.
a. How do you describe your experience of being a woman leader?
b. How do you describe your experience of being an Asian American leader?
3. Share with me what it feels like to be uniquely you, navigating through the ins
and outs of leadership roles to serve in community college leadership.
4. I’d like to hear about your past experiences overcoming obstacles as you moved
up into leadership roles.
5. Describe your experiences with the support systems that have helped you in your
role, whether they are personal or professional.
6. What does society tell you about being an Asian American woman?
a. What do your family and friends tell you?
7. What is your perspective as an Asian American woman witnessing racism today?
a. How does this relate to your own experiences dealing with racial issues as
an Asian American woman leader?
b. In what ways do you address this in your leadership practice?
8. Looking back and reflecting on your experiences, what advice would you give
your younger self seeking leadership in education?
9. What questions haven’t I asked or what insights has our conversation promoted?
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